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For everyone who was told that they couldn’t.
You can.
And you can do it all while getting the goddamn girl too.
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Chapter One
Maya
The screech of brakes outside forced Maya to sit upright. A roaring rumble spluttered and huffed to a halt, and then came the slamming of doors. The day she’d been dreading had finally arrived.
She flung the duvet off her bed and scrambled to the window, knocking her shin on a pile of books as she went. She should have unpacked properly, instead of leaving her belongings crowding the floor, but—well, she’d had bigger things to worry about. She nudged the books into a disorganised pile as they fanned across the faded carpet and pulled herself up at the windowsill. The new family was moving in across the street, and she had to know who it was.
Maya wasn’t like most of her course-mates. They were the type of people who spent their summer break hanging out with their friends, going shopping at the Westside, and making the most of the fading English sun. They’d lounge about on their significant other for hours, kissing and fucking, plaiting each other’s hair, doing whatever else people in relationships did. Maya wouldn’t know—she’d never had one.
Not officially, anyway.
She’d had her fair share of hook-ups, courtesy of her favourite pub on campus, but no, Maya spent most of her time torturing herself over her unreciprocated love for her unfairly beautiful, straight best friend.
Pretty pathetic, to be honest.
Living across from her best friend had been an absolute dream when they were kids, but adult life was a different story. With Carly spending most of her time with her new buddy Zeek, and the various commitments sport degrees had placed on them both, the distance between them was only becoming more obvious. Especially now. Carly Walter had taken all of Maya’s stupid, hopeless love with her when she, along with the rest of the Walters, moved house two weeks ago.
The notion that her twenties were supposed to be the best time of Maya’s life left a lot to be desired. She knew they were good for some people: the Carlys, the Zeeks, the caramel-frappé soy-milk drinkers who roll out of bed with impeccable hair and fresh breath.
But what about her?
It felt like Maya had been left in a forgotten corner of the basement, where a small, unrelenting ecosystem of sadness had slowly taken root.
Parting the navy blue curtains with her fingertips, she flinched against the sunlight streaming through the window. She didn’t even know what time it was, but judging by the height of the sun in the sky, it was much too early for a Saturday.
Downstairs, the hum of the TV drifted up through the floorboards, along with the sound of cutlery and plates being scraped together—and the buzz of a one-sided conversation. Maya didn’t care enough to try and eavesdrop at the top of the stairs this time.
Grandma always spoke too loud on the phone, anyway. She was no doubt updating her friends about Grandpa’s condition or fretting over Maya’s lack of socialising this summer. It sure beat her mother riding her high horse around the kitchen counter, though. Maya wasn’t looking forward to her returning from her work trip.
She sighed. She’d known moving back would be hard as an adult—her grandma’s probing questions and her mother’s lingering shadow made her feel like a little kid again. Adjusting to the dynamic was proving much more difficult than she’d imagined, but when her grandpa got sick, she hadn’t seen another option. Her grandparents needed her.
The slam of a car door drew her attention. A middle-aged man and woman emerged from the black BMW parked on the drive opposite. Maya snorted, her breath fogging the glass. Must be out-of-towners. They looked far too happy to have just moved to a boring street in the middle of nowhere.
This is who is replacing Carly?
Maya knew her curiosity about the new inhabitants bordered on obsessive, but she couldn’t help it. It felt wrong somehow. That complete strangers were going to occupy the Walters’ spaces. Sit and eat and sleep where they did—where she and Carly had so many times. Mr Walter had even put a football net in their back garden, as it was much bigger than her grandparents’. Maya and Carly would take it in turns to blast a football at him, trying to replicate professional footballer celebrations when the ball soared into the string netting. It had been a long time since they’d played like that.
They’d grown out of it; Carly had, at least.
Two burly movers jumped out of the van at the front, and the woman directed the boxes in through their shiny blue door. The man wrapped his arm around her waist, as if to say, “Look, hun, we finally made it.”
The woman didn’t reciprocate the man’s enthusiasm, Maya noted, as she shrugged off his touch. Maybe she’s just realised they’ve moved to the armpit of the countryside. Regrets.
The only good thing about this place were Millton’s sports connections. Maya’s childhood team, Millton City FC, were competing for promotion again this season, but with her final year of university commitments, she wasn’t sure how often she’d be able to attend.
The Millton University campus was a twenty-minute train ride out of the town into open countryside. Even though it was in the middle of nowhere, it was one of the best sports universities in the country—the university’s connections to sports clubs and other organisations were second to none—so it wasn’t a hard decision to stay in Millton to study there. It had everything students needed: their lectures close by, accommodation, and a handful of places that supplied cheap booze. A lot of people from Maya’s high school had ventured elsewhere, but she was just relieved that Carly had studied dance there too.
Maybe I should listen to Hannah and tell Carly how I feel before anything else changes.
Another slammed door brought Maya out of her thoughts. A dark blue VW Golf had materialised out of nowhere, its two front tyres parked carelessly on the kerb.
Another new neighbour?
She struggled to see the driver through the glare of the sunshine, so she shifted her stance, arching her neck as the mystery person strolled over to the van. The walk was familiar somehow. She itched at the sides of her mind to place where she’d seen it.
Maybe it was someone local, after all. Maybe someone from school or—
Then the woman turned, and all the pieces slammed together.
“Fuck,” Maya exhaled, breath fogging the window. She wiped at it with her sleeve, pressing her head closer to verify the sighting. It was definitely her. If her short blonde hair didn’t give her away—styled in that annoying, perfectly imperfect way—her red jacket certainly did.
Maya’s eyes narrowed at the sight. It was the same red of the Harriers—their university rivals. Maya’s university team had always come second to the Harriers: the arrogant, ruthless pains in her arse for the last three years. They’d been the only thing standing in the way of Maya finally leading her team to championship victory, and this year, her final year of university, was her last chance. She’d trained hard all summer, bothering Coach with her tactics and theories over email…and now the Harriers’ star striker was moving across the street.
Her head clunked against the glass, nostrils flaring as she watched Jamie Mellor swagger towards the house, a large cardboard box balanced in her arms.
And now she was her neighbour. Carly’s replacement.
You’ve got to be kidding me.
Unless…
Maya smeared her sleeve across the window again, knowing Mum would scold her later for leaving marks on the glass. She waited, trying to ignore her stupid reflection and the look of disbelief painted across her face.
Jamie, or someone who looked unbelievably like Jamie—maybe she has a twin?—jogged out the door, throwing a comment towards one of the burly movers that made him laugh.
Maya narrowed her eyes even more, feeling the strain running along the bottom of her jaw. Maybe she was just helping some people move? Some random couple who was twice her age? Right?
Before she could try to convince herself of this poorly constructed thought, or revisit the twin theory, those two blue eyes lifted and met hers.
She stumbled backwards, tripping over her laptop cable and crashing into the door. Her lamp fell on top of her, followed by a jar of pens. Ouch.
“Maya?” Grandma called from the bottom of the stairs. “Are you alright?”
She took a moment to assess the damage. Nothing was broken, her room was a mess—but what’s new?—and Jamie Mellor had just caught her spying on her through a gap in the curtains.
“I’m fine,” Maya shouted back, catching her reflection in the mirror. She didn’t look fine. Her brown eyes looked tired and puffy as if they hadn’t seen a full night’s sleep in ages, and her dark hair was a tangled nest, matted and messy from sleep. She brushed her cold hands over her face, returned the lamp to the side table, and gathered the pens that littered the floor.
An old photo of herself and Carly had untacked itself from the mirror. Maya picked it up off the carpet, eyes lingering on their matching smiles, before carefully sticking it back into place. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d laughed like that.
“Maya!” Grandma called again. “Do you want a cup of tea?”
“Yes, please! Down in a minute.”
Being back home definitely brought its problems, but Grandma made the absolute best cups of tea. And a great cup of tea could solve almost anything.
Maybe even the dread that was seeping its way into Maya’s gut.
Playing centre-back, Maya was always stuck marking Jamie. Flashbacks of the past few years blinked behind her eyelids. The teasing, taunting comments that got under her skin, the crushing feeling of losing to her year after year. How easily Jamie had bypassed her to score the winning goal last season.
“Thank you for making that so easy.”
Jamie had wrestled Maya off the ball, literally sitting her down on the turf after outplaying her, to slot the winning goal into the net.
The egotistical woman even had the cheek to blow Maya a kiss as they lifted the trophy. The memory made her seethe.
Once everything was back where it belonged, she crept towards the window and peered out into the street. No one was there. No blonde-haired striker putting the ball through her legs and leaving her on her arse.
But the sick feeling lingered in Maya’s gut, promising trouble on the horizon.



Chapter Two
Maya
Grandma eyed Maya from across the table, her snow-white curls springing wildly around her face. She dunked a biscuit, swirling it in the steaming liquid before tapping twice on the rim of her cup. Maya scooped her hand into the biscuit tin to retrieve one of the few chocolate digestives remaining and copied her movements. Dunk, swirl, tap twice.
“You know how your mother feels about those chocolate ones.” Grandma raised her wiry brows, wiping her fingers on the red handkerchief she always kept nearby. Maya never understood the need for a handkerchief. Why would you want to carry all the germs and mess around with you all day?
Maya waited until she’d swallowed the last of the chocolate biscuity goodness before responding. “What Mum doesn’t know won’t hurt her.” She reached for another.
Grandma slapped her hand away with a chequered tea towel, which was also always conveniently nearby, like an extension of her arm. “How will you run around that football field if you’ve a belly full of rubbish?”
“I’ll run extra laps to burn it off.” She ran her fingers over the tablecloth, circling the picture of a chicken as it darted across the fabric. Seeing Jamie moving into Carly’s house had put her on edge. The idea of her in Carly’s space made her blood boil.
Maya needed the chocolate reprieve. “How about half a biscuit?” she asked. Grandma shook her head, but before she could speak, Maya continued, “You could have the other half. We can share it.” Her grandma’s hazel eyes flicked to her, and Maya saw the temptation, just for a second. “Go on…I won’t tell Mum. It’ll be our secret.”
A smile spread across Grandma’s face, lifting the wrinkles around her mouth. “Fine. But I get the bigger half.”
After they’d eaten the last of their digestive, Grandma stood slowly, gathering the yellow biscuit tin into her thin arms. Grandpa wasn’t the only one who was losing weight. The sight made Maya frown.
“So, Maya, any plans for today?” her grandma asked, her back still to her. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to be moping up in your bedroom again.”
Maya sighed. Everyone in the house seemed to be unhealthily obsessed with the amount of time she spent up there. It wouldn’t surprise her if they’d set up a secret monitoring station in Grandpa’s room.
“You don’t need to worry about me, Grandma. Let me worry about you.”
Grandma didn’t miss a beat. “What about your studies?”
“It’s the summer. We don’t have any.”
“What about the flat?”
Maya stiffened. “What about it?”
“It’s not too late for you to move back once university starts. I’d manage, you know.”
Maya had gone back and forth about it in her mind over the summer. Hannah and Maddie had been so understanding and supportive of her situation, and Maya missed them a lot. Maddie didn’t know how to deal with most emotional situations and would steer clear of any outbursts. Hannah was the opposite. She always seemed to have a tissue in her pocket, some chocolate in the cupboard, and a superpower for making people laugh when they felt like crawling into a hole.
It was refreshing not to have to hide her feelings all the time, but now she had to get used to putting them back inside their box again.
Admittedly, this wasn’t how she’d imagined she’d be spending her last year, but with Mum working away a lot and Grandpa’s health deteriorating, she couldn’t leave Grandma to deal with the cooking, cleaning, washing, and looking after Grandpa on her own. It was the right thing to do.
“Are you fed up with me already?” Maya joked, forcing a small smile. She collected the mugs from the table and stacked them in the dishwasher, flipping it closed with her heel.
“I worry about you up there,” Grandma said.
Maya wet a cloth and glided around the counters, mopping up the biscuit crumbs. “I’m fine.” She felt Grandma’s gaze on her as she rinsed it in the sink. When she’d hung the cloth over the tap and turned back to face her, Grandma sighed.
“Alright then, let’s try this another way. If you don’t stop moping, I’ll make you come to Witch Club with me. Linda will brew you something to give you a kick up the arse.”
They shared a genuine crack of laughter. Then Maya shook her head, her eyes catching on the small glass vase that always had a space on the countertop. The plastic lily inside stood proud and forever blooming, but more often than not, it just got in the way. Mum insisted on keeping it, though. Maya couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t just get real flowers.
“I appreciate you being here, love,” Grandma said, her voice softening. “But ever since Carly moved, you’ve not been yourself.”
Maya flinched at the mention of her name. Had she been so obvious? Did Grandma know how she felt about her? Did everyone?
Caught off guard, she couldn’t meet Grandma’s gaze. Instead, she inspected the flying chickens on the tablecloth again. Talking about her feelings never came easy.
Luckily, Grandma spoke again. “When are your friends back?”
“Hannah gets back from Scotland on Sunday before classes start, and I think Maddie is back from Newcastle around the same time.”
But this year, Maya wouldn’t be in their flat to greet them.
“Right. Yes. I remember now.” Grandma nodded, retaking her seat at the table. “They’ll be back in a few days then.” She opened her mouth to say something else, then pressed her lips together. The yellowing clock on the wall ticked away a few seconds. “You’ll make even more friends next year when you start work.”
Next year.
Work. Maya tried to squash the nerves bubbling in her stomach, but it was too late. Her heart had already quickened, making her throat tight and heavy at the same time. “Yeah,” was all she managed.
She hated this feeling that came with any talk of the future. Not just talking with her grandparents or Mum, but with Carly, too. And lecturers, and teammates—basically, whenever the subject was mentioned by anyone who cared enough to ask, Maya’s body responded by shutting down completely. It was too much change to think about.
“Change is inevitable, Maya,” Carly had told her once as they walked to lunch. That sentence stuck with her, echoing through her brain in the cafeteria, ringing in her ears as they ate at the table.
It haunted her now as she tried to suppress the internal meltdown.
Change was inevitable. And that was terrifying.
Change was her best friend moving to another town, her sworn enemy moving in across the street, her grandpa getting sick.
Change was the lurking realisation that this year was her last year at university, with her friends, with Carly. Change was being without Carly’s close proximity to act as a lifeline; once they graduated, Maya night never see her again.
Her pulse throbbed in her neck. Her heart didn’t feel equipped to deal with anything Carly-related right now.
Jamie’s cool blue eyes pierced through her thoughts, and her chest tightened. Of all the people, why did it have to be her moving in? What was she even doing in this part of town? The Millton vs Harriers’ rivalry had gone on for decades. Something didn’t sit right.
Maya pushed those thoughts away and moved to get a glass of orange juice. Hiding in the door of the fridge, and out of the line of Grandma’s pity stare, bought her a few seconds of composure. The cool, sweet taste of orange numbed her throat for a moment, washing away the lump stuck there.
The kitchen hadn’t changed in all the twenty-two years of Maya’s life. The small, square red tiles were the same ones Grandpa had put up when they first bought the house, along with the misplaced couple by the fridge that didn’t match up with the rest of the lines. Grandpa’s DIY skills left a lot to be desired. The yellow walls were faded from the sunlight and had collected various splatters and marks throughout the years.
Maya forced a smile at Grandma, figuring she’d given enough time to prove to her that she wasn’t having a meltdown.
“Anyway, I’m going to do some training,” she said and scooted out the door towards the stairs, noting how the ugly blue carpet clashed with the wallpaper.
Why couldn’t she be like the wonky tiles or the horrible carpet, constant and unmoving, never changing? Grandma and Grandpa obviously weren’t fans of change, so why did everyone expect her to be?
* * *
Maya slipped out the back door, sure to avoid any possible meeting with Jamie Mellor, and set off into a full sprint. Coach Carmichael would scold her for not warming up properly, especially with training for the new season beginning next week, but she just needed to run.
Her feet pounded the ground as she headed up the old country lane and over the wheat fields. The sun blazed overhead, and it wasn’t long until a sheen of sweat covered her face and neck. Good. Her worries were already being left in her trail.
But I can do better.
She pushed herself to her limits, using all the frustration inside to move her feet faster. With every step against the earth, she felt more like herself. It helped her breathe. Ironic really, as her chest pounded against her ribcage, pumping oxygen back into empty lungs. But Maya loved the feeling. The freedom. Nothing could touch her here, not even her own thoughts.
She slowed as she passed a happy Springer Spaniel and its owner—nobody wants nibbled ankles—then picked up the pace, ending up by the river sometime later, her muscles ablaze and heart racing. She splashed her face with the cool water, skipped a few stones, and then decided to take the long journey back, adding in some extra training on the football field.
“Maya…Maya!”
The voice pulled her out of her focus, and she turned to the sight of her mother waving at her from the car park.
What is she doing here?
Her mother’s blonde hair—dyed blonde, she was naturally a brunette, like Maya—fell loosely past her shoulders, and large, oversized sunglasses shielded her eyes like she was hiding from the paparazzi.
Maya reluctantly waved back and finished her circuit before making her way to her mum’s car.
“Look at you,” her mum called as she got closer, curling her lips. “You’re filthy!”
“What’re you doing here?” Maya asked. “I thought you weren’t back until next week.”
“Hunter managed to wrap the case up early, so I have a few extra days.”
Her mum’s eyes practically melted into heart shapes whenever she spoke about her boss. She worked as a paralegal for Hunter Coller, wiping up his dirty work and accompanying him wherever he pleased. The guy thought he was a rock star, sporting brown wavy hair and sunglasses everywhere he went. Maya didn’t understand the power behind his charm; maybe that was because she came out of the womb gayer than King Princess in full pink leather riding a rainbow unicorn.
The smile fell from her mum’s face. “Are you not happy to see me?”
“Of course. It would’ve just been nice for you to call first.” She’d not heard from her mum since she’d left on her trip, only sporadic updates from Grandma.
“Sorry, you know how busy I get, darling. Are you getting in? I have a surprise.”
Maya hadn’t planned on finishing so soon. She still had Carly—and Jamie—related frustrations to release, but she could hardly delve into that with her mother. She supposed she should make some effort.
She ducked in the car door, expecting a comment about dirtying her mum’s white car seats and leaving muck in the footwell. It was often easier to just run or get the bus places, but surprisingly, her mum stayed quiet.
Though they had similar features, the dark eyes, the small round nose—Grandpa even said their sulking faces were alike—the similarities ended there. Brushing aside the choice of hobbies and the style of clothes, Maya’s skin was darker—a trait from her father, someone she’d never met. She was the product of a holiday romance in Spain gone wrong. Her dad, whoever he was, didn’t even know she existed. But it didn’t bother her; she’d always had her grandparents, and that was the only family she needed.
Maya turned on the air conditioner to full blast, the hiss of the cool air kissing her skin like heavenly angels. Leaning back into the leather seats, she felt the vibrations of an upbeat song heavy on synth and electric drums pouring through the speakers. Her mum turned the volume up so loud, Maya’s seat trembled.
The noise was too much. Combined with the overcrowding thoughts in her brain, Maya’s head threatened to explode. “Can you turn it down?” she said, a bit too loudly.
Her mum adjusted the volume while the song kicked into the chorus, a man singing about how he just couldn’t get enough.
“You know, you’ve been a real grouch lately.” Her mum turned the music down further, letting the hiss of the air con fill the gap. “It’s not my fault Carly moved away. But you’ll see her at uni on Monday. It’s not the end of the world, darling.”
Maya squeezed her lips together as a blur of green trees streamed past the window. There was no point in even talking to Mum about how she felt. She would never understand. She’d tried to explain the football offside rule to her about a million times, and she still didn’t get that, either.
It’d been the same for as long as she could remember. Maya got fed up with repeating herself. She didn’t mean to snap, but she didn’t want to invite conversation. Not about this. Maybe she should’ve declined the lift home and tried to run out some of the frustration still simmering inside, but it was too late.
“How did you find me, anyway?” she asked, trying to divert the conversation. The last thing she wanted was to start another argument at home. The whole point of giving up her freedom was to make things easier for her grandparents. She just wished her mum would sacrifice some of her own work to do the same, instead of jet-setting across the globe.
“Grandma said you’d gone out training, so I thought I’d swing by the field on the way back from the airport and see if I could spot you.”
Maya let out a breath. The adrenaline had left her muscles, and tiredness was creeping in. She hadn’t even done a proper cooldown—another thing to not mention to Coach.
“Anyway,” her mum continued, a strain in her voice. “You’d better get showered and put a smile on your face. We’ve got company tonight.”
Great. That’s all I need.
Forced to sit through a dinner with one of Mum’s work friends while they squeak and gossip over their co-workers.
Maya turned to face her mum, feeling her giving her the side eye. “Who’s coming for dinner?” she asked.
“The new family across the street.”
“What?!” She sat up so quickly she almost jarred her neck.
Her mum glanced at her as she turned left onto their estate. “The new family,” she repeated, as though Maya hadn’t heard her. “A couple and a daughter. She seems about your age.”
Maya’s heart leaped into her throat. “What? Why?” She heard the shrill edge to her voice. Her mum did, too.
“What’s wrong? I thought it would be nice to get to know them, seeing as you liked the Walters so much. I asked Grandma to pop ‘round.”
The car slowed as she manoeuvred to back onto the drive. Maya stared out at the house opposite. Jamie Mellor’s house. Jamie Mellor, who was coming to dinner.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
She squeezed her fists. “For god’s sake, Mum. You could’ve warned me.”
“I don’t see what the problem is.”
“Yeah, well, you wouldn’t. Why not call me first?” The slam of Maya’s door muted any response from her mum as she paced around the car and opened the boot.
Her mum climbed out of the driver’s seat, brushing her hands down her skirt. “What’s gotten into you lately?”
“Sorry I’m not as good as you are at pretending everything is fine,” Maya wanted to say. Grandpa was getting worse, her last year of studies was already proving stressful, and her heart was Carly Walter’s punching-bag.
“Thanks for the lift,” she said instead, avoiding her mum’s stare and heading to the door. She pushed it open, expecting her mum to come flying through after her with another lecture. Instead, the opening of the door cut the conversation inside the living room into silence.
Three pairs of eyes flicked over her, assessing the argument they’d most likely heard outside. One set of cool blue eyes was familiar. Her stomach plummeted.
A small smile grew on Jamie’s mouth as she looked her up and down. “Maya. What a wonderful surprise.”



Chapter Three
Maya
Caught off-guard, the others in the room looked at Maya, waiting for her to say something. But everything she wanted to say died in her throat.
She wished she could tell Jamie to get out of her seat on the sofa. To wipe that stupid smile off her face and get the hell out of her house. But all she could do was look Jamie Mellor in her freakishly blue eyes.
Something hot and volcanic spread low in her stomach.
Jamie Mellor. In my house.
It felt like an age before her mum broke the silence. She shuffled in awkwardly behind Maya, placing her black handbag beside the shoe rack. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you’d be here so soon.” She shot an apologetic look at Jamie’s parents. “I’ll just get changed out of my work clothes, and then I’ll start on dinner.”
“Oh, no, don’t worry. We’re just having a little tea break from packing. Jeanette was kind enough to invite us in.” The red-haired woman craned her neck towards Grandma, as if we didn’t know who Jeanette was.
“Oh.” Mum relaxed beside Maya, letting out a breath. “Good. I’ve still got time to have a quick soak then. Scrub that airplane smell off me.” She laughed, a little too loudly for the room, and disappeared into the kitchen.
Maya glanced down at herself, cursing her stupid face for reddening. “I’m gonna get a shower too,” she said. She didn’t even want to think about what her hair looked like.
Not that I care about what she thinks.
She headed for the stairs, but on the third step, her grandma’s voice called her back. She turned, meeting her gaze.
“Aren’t you going to introduce yourself?” Grandma widened her eyes, encouraging her with a nod towards the Mellors. If only she knew that they would never be friends. The very idea almost made Maya snort—but if she wanted to stay on Grandma’s good chocolate-biscuit-eating side, she had to play nice.
She sighed and took a step backwards, briefly scanning the group. Her spine clicked audibly as she straightened up. “Hi,” she said, addressing Jamie’s parents, her voice scratchy in her throat. “I’m Maya. Nice to meet you.”
Jamie’s dad looked between her and Jamie. “Do you two know each other?”
“No—”
“Yes.”
Maya’s attention snapped to Jamie. A smug smile rested on her lips, the corners turned upwards. Her short blonde hair was shaved at the sides, wavy curls styled on top, which she probably spent hours in the mirror achieving.
“Oh?” Jamie’s dad scratched uncertainly at his beard. He had one of those faces that looked familiar—or maybe it was the way his hairstyle and neatly trimmed facial hair seemed to mirror most men’s his age. Maya couldn’t place him.
There was an uncomfortable silence while they watched each other. Jamie was leaning with one arm over the back of the sofa, dressed in a simple oversized black hoodie. Her nonchalance was insulting, as though this were her house and Maya the guest.
Typical Harrier.
“I’d say we’re pretty good friends,” Jamie said.
“Oh, lovely,” Grandma cooed, clapping her hands together.
“No.” Maya cleared her throat and unclenched her jaw. “You must have me confused with someone else.”
Jamie’s eyebrows quirked together, the smile on her lips growing bigger. “I don’t think so, I wouldn’t forget. We go way back.”
What did she even mean by that? Maya didn’t know if she should be offended or not. Jamie’s comment had made her angrier, regardless. Her pulse pounded in her ears. She needed a shower to cool off and wash the sweat and dirt off her skin.
She gestured to the stairs, her words lost somewhere in her throat. She looked at Grandma instead. “Well. I’m going to go and—”
“Do you want a Starburst?”
Maya glared back at Jamie, eyeing the outstretched bag of sweets. Where did she even pull those from?
Mum re-entered the room, having missed the entire interaction. “Ooh, don’t mind if I do!” She dashed over to dip her hand into the bag, and Maya took her chance to leave.
She headed up the stairs, feeling the heat of Jamie’s stare burn her back. What the hell just happened?
She opened and closed her door with a creak and crept back along the landing to eavesdrop. Unfortunately—and fortunately—the Mellors were already leaving. Jamie’s mum thanked Grandma for the tea and insisted they had lots of unpacking to do before they returned at five o’clock.
Maya pulled her phone from her jacket pocket and lit up the screen. Three hours. That would give her plenty of time to mentally prepare herself.
For dinner. With Jamie.
She wanted to scream.
When the last Mellor had left, she ran downstairs and into the kitchen. Grandma and her mum glanced at her in surprise.
“I thought you were in the shower,” her mum said, eyeing her dirt-stained legs.
Maya ignored her comment and gritted her teeth, feeling anger spill out of her. This would never have happened if her mum paid more attention to her life. Frustration had been building for months, and today had amplified that feeling tenfold.
“What’s wrong, dear?” Grandma asked, setting down the empty mugs in her hand.
Maya let out a haggard breath. “Do you know who Jamie is?”
They both looked at her, faces blank and unmoving.
“She’s a Harrier. Like the Harrier that stopped us from winning last season. The most arrogant and frustrating person I’ve ever played against.” Mum’s continued empty expression made her press on. Anger bubbled in her gut. “She’s their top striker. The one I always get stuck with? Our arch rivals?”
Mum rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Maya, the way you talk about football, it’s like a soap opera. Why does it matter?”
Her stomach twisted, the rage erupting over the surface. “Forget it. I don’t know why I’d expect you to care.”
Her mum’s mouth dropped open. “Excuse me?”
Maybe coming back home was a mistake. Maya had thought she was doing the right thing for her grandparents, but all she and her mum did was clash heads.
“Why does it matter? It’s important to me. I’ve worked so hard to earn my place as captain. Winning this championship is what we’ve dreamed about for years. It’d give the players the chance to play professionally, open up doors for after graduation, and above all, make us fucking happy. Not that you care about any of that.”
“Maya,” Grandma warned.
She wanted to get out of there. To run and just push all of these thoughts and feelings aside. If only she could drive, she’d be at the Globe in ten minutes with a cold pint in her hand.
Tears pricked her eyes. She looked away from her mum, seeing hers glisten, too. But she wasn’t asking for much. Just some interest, to feel like her mum cared, even just a tiny bit. Not for her mum to insist that Maya was wasting her student loan on a dead-end career, or inviting her arch rival into her house for tea and biscuits.
Like what the actual fuck?
Grandma took a step closer. Maya towered over her, though at 5’6 she wasn’t exactly a giant herself.
“Please, don’t fight,” Grandma said, taking Maya’s hand. “I can’t stand it.”
Her hand felt cool in Maya’s. Grounding. The anger in Maya’s gut slowly trickled away, replaced by sadness.
She didn’t want to make her family sad. The whole point of sacrificing her last year living at uni was to help them. Not to add more to their plate. She just hadn’t expected to see Jamie Mellor in her living room. In her space. There was something about her that made Maya’s insides boil.
That aggravating smirk. Those calculating blue eyes.
She squeezed her own eyes shut, and Grandma squeezed her hand tighter. “How about a cup of tea, love?”
* * *
Maya and her mum were barely speaking to each other, other than to pass the various bits of cutlery as they set the dining table. A tension hung in the air, like a storm cloud had billowed into their house, smothering them with a heavy sadness.
Is this what the rest of the year is going to be like?
The thought of missing out on Hannah and Maddie’s Pot Noodle Night on Thursdays made Maya’s heart squeeze. The three of them were always in and out of their accommodation last year—Maya with football commitments, Hannah with netball, and Maddie with Alex—but they’d always made time on Thursdays for Pot Noodle sandwiches and a Netflix binge. She didn’t want to think about whoever their new roommate would be. It hurt too much to consider someone else taking her place.
After changing her mind four times, she pulled on a lavender puffed-sleeve blouse, knowing her mum would approve. She tucked the excess material into her high-rise jeans, twisting and inspecting herself in the mirror. She felt bad about their argument earlier. Not that she was wrong. But she still felt bad about it. Hopefully, her mum would see the purple blouse as somewhat of a truce. She was always pleading with her to dress up.
The Mellors arrived, all smiles and freshly dressed. The mum, Joanne, brought an expensive bottle of white wine, the dad, Bob, a six-pack of beers. Jamie wore the same skinny jeans as earlier, but the black hoodie was gone, replaced with a red-and-green flannel shirt. She gave Maya a casual nod of acknowledgement that fanned anger in her belly, then placed her brand-new-edition Nikes next to her dad’s matching black ones.
Even the woman’s shoes scream show-off.
Maya played the part of devoted daughter, taking the Mellors’ drinks to put in the fridge and returning with the glasses to begin the evening ‘celebrations’. Bob popped the cheap prosecco that Mum had picked up from Sainsbury’s and poured the glasses.
The Mellors squeezed onto the white three-seater, and Grandma and Maya took the two chairs by the fireplace. Jamie’s attention drifted around the room, and Maya wondered if she was judging her grandparents’ choice of design. She couldn’t blame her. The large Qashqai rug was worn and dog-eared, and mismatched frames covered the mantelpiece—one of her grandparents on their wedding day, and the rest the many embarrassing pictures of Maya as a child, including one of her with her mum at the seaside. Six-year-old Maya taunted her from the photo, pulling a face with chocolate cake smeared about her mouth.
Maya just hoped they wouldn’t mention Grandpa. She hated the idea of someone like Jamie knowing something so personal; no doubt she’d use it against her in any way she could. The fact they were sharing the same air now was bad enough.
The large copper clock ticked away loudly above the fireplace, a subtle soundtrack to her nightmare as she caught Jamie watching her. She held her stare, and amusement crinkled around Jamie’s eyelids. She’s loving this. The memory of their last match flashed in Maya’s mind—Jamie’s sneering face after scoring the winning goal, the taunts that echoed in her ears long after the game ended. Jamie broke contact first, turning to answer Grandma’s question, and Maya took comfort in the small victory.
She gulped her prosecco, hoping to take the edge off things. The urge to bite her nails was overwhelming, but that was all her mum would need to start the next round of Mother vs Daughter verbal wars.
“Dinner’s ready,” her mum announced, breaking the silence, and they all filed into the kitchen.
Maya tailed at the back, allowing herself time to breathe before she forced the fake smile back onto her face.
“It smells wonderful, Katherine,” Joanne cooed, peering into the steaming dish of lasagne that rested atop the stove.
“Just Kathy, please, love.” Mum dished out a sizable chunk of the veggie lasagne onto a clean white plate, along with a handful of steamed vegetables. She turned to Maya. “Do you mind taking this in to Grandpa?”
Maya practically snatched the plate from her hands, grateful to have an excuse to get away for a moment. She ducked out of the kitchen, climbed the ugly blue stairs to her grandparents’ bedroom, and knocked softly on the door.
“Aye.”
She pushed the door open with her hip, shifting the plate in her hands. “You hungry?”
Grandpa straightened up in his green chair. A smile pained his face like the very action hurt. Which she imagined it often did. “Thanks, kid. You wa’ always me favourite grandchild.”
She laughed. “That’s ’cos I’m your only grandchild.”
“Quite possibly.”
His white hair was longer than what suited him, thinning in the middle and receding at the sides. She set the plate down on the table and started cutting up his food. She couldn’t bear to look at him for long. She’d notice the way his hands shook, or how his skin seemed to just hang from his body. Since the stroke three months ago, he seemed to shrink more every day. She still wasn’t used to it.
She glanced at the telly. “Only Fools and Horses again? You must have seen every episode a hundred times.”
“They don’t make ’em like this anymore. All rubbish now.” His hand shook as it grabbed the fork, slowly stabbing into the melted cheese.
“It’s hot, Grandpa. And a bit messy. You know Mum overdoes it with the cheese. Where’s your…” Her eyes darted around the room. With the curtains drawn, it was difficult to make anything out in the darkness. She spotted his plastic bib hanging off the radiator and slipped it over his head. He let her, even though she knew he hated it.
His yellowing eyes watched her as she finished cutting his food into more manageable pieces. She handed the cutlery back to him, and he poked at the lasagne again.
“Go have your dinner,” Grandpa said. “It’ll be goin’ cold.”
She lingered a moment, feeling torn.
“I’m fine. Don’t worry ’bout me.”
She leaned in and placed a kiss on his forehead. The familiar musky scent of biscuits and fabric softener tickled her nose. Then she ducked out of the room, and the sound of Del and Rodney arguing grew quiet as she closed the door.
Back in the stifling air of the kitchen, everyone looked up as she took the seat next to Jamie. The twinge of sadness rolling in her mind overpowered the frustration of having to sit next to her. Instead, thoughts of Grandpa swirled around her head. How one thing could completely alter the course of life. That iron-hot prod from the winds of change, declaring that everything be different forever.
The clatter and scrape of cutlery circled the table, and she was grateful she didn’t have to think about where to look or where to put her hands. She could just eat.
All credit to Mum; the lasagne was delicious. Maya had already eaten half of it, the shining example of someone eating their feelings, when Bob decided to jump feet first back into pointless small talk.
He dabbed his beard with a napkin. “So, Maya,” he began, resting his knife and fork at the edge of his clean plate. It seemed the lasagne was a hit for the Mellors, too. Mum would be pleased. “You go to Millton University, right?”
She nodded, chewing a mouthful of creamy lasagne. Seriously, this has been blessed by the cheese gods. She heaped in another heavenly forkful, hoping he wouldn’t ask her anything else. The last thing she wanted was a rehash of every time they’d lost to the bloody Harriers. Sadly, he didn’t take the hint.
“Jamie will be starting there on Monday,” Bob continued, taking a sip of his beer now the prosecco bottle was empty and upside down in the sink. “Won’t you, Jaim?”
That’s odd. Maya looked at her for the first time since sitting down. Jamie swirled a chunk of pasta with her fork, mopping up the sauce. Why would she move university in her last year? Especially when hers was only an hour from here?
A lump rose in Maya’s throat, dread trickling down her spine.
If Jamie moved university, that meant she couldn’t play for the Harriers.
The penny dropped, sinking hard and fast in her stomach. Oh god. Is she going to try and join the team at Millton? Surely, she wouldn’t be so naïve to think she could jump ship like that?
Bob continued, “Jamie was captain the last two years, and I bet you’ll make a fight for it this year too, eh, Jaim?”
Jamie wanted to take her role of captain? Not a chance.
Maya seethed, tightening the grip on her cutlery. She had some nerve. Coming into her house, eating with the family, and casually letting this news slip? Maya wouldn’t let Jamie ruin her last year at Millton University—whether she was with the Harriers or not.
“Changing unis in your last year?” her mum asked, oblivious to Maya’s inner turmoil. “How come?”
“Millton is closer now we’ve moved,” Jamie’s mum answered for her. Bob nodded in agreement before having another swig of beer. Jamie glared at her dad before turning her attention back to her plate.
Interesting.
For the first time since Maya had known her, Jamie Mellor was uncomfortable. All her own years of avoiding awkward conversations were finally becoming of use. She’d know the signs anywhere: avoiding eye contact; fiddling with the cuff of her shirt; the purposefully tight mouth, afraid to give anything away. It was only a few seconds, but she saw it. Jamie’s eyes snapped up and met hers, and she knew it too.
Jamie Mellor was hiding something—and Maya had to find out what. Her final year depended on it.



Chapter Four
Maya
The fresh scent of dew lingered in the air as Maya stepped off the train. Surrounded by rolling hills, the walk to Millton University beat most people’s commutes. Maya’s gaze roamed over the last of the colourful wildflowers, trying to ignore the knots tightening in her stomach with the anticipation of seeing Carly. They’d texted a little since she’d moved, but it wasn’t the same.
Summer was finally over, but Maya wasn’t sad about it. She just wanted to get a bit of normality back—back into her friends and football—before her student years were snatched away forever.
Jamie’s face flashed into her mind. That smug smirk. Her teasing tone. The unusual awkwardness at the dinner table. No doubt she was going to have to face her at football trials this afternoon, but she’d deal with her later.
She pushed thoughts of Jamie to the back of her mind as she strolled through the campus grounds, breathing in the fresh air and admiring the red brickwork buildings. Students were already lounging around on the grass square, drinking coffees and chatting under the huge oak trees.
She dodged a few cyclists, smiled politely at a few familiar faces, and jogged up the main steps to the sports building, her pastel pink shirt fluttering as she pushed through the doors and headed to the common room. Carly usually hung out there before lectures started. Hannah and Maddie too—even though they didn’t often see eye to eye with Carly.
The purple-and-black square sofas were much comfier than they looked, granted, but the space was small, and there was no hiding from anyone. Which meant that when Maya walked in and couldn’t see Carly, her heart sank into the soles of her trainers.
Hannah jumped up immediately, though, pushing aside her revision folders to give her a hug. Maya’s disappointment quickly eased.
“It feels so long since I’ve seen you!” Hannah greeted her in her soft Glaswegian accent, which always seemed more prominent whenever they’d spent time apart. She squeezed her harder, Maya’s arms trapped by her sides.
“I missed you too, Han.”
“You better have.” She pulled back to give her a once over, her auburn hair already coming loose from its bun despite the day only just starting. “How’s your grandpa doing?”
“He’s…the same, really. It’s…”
Hannah shook her head, dislodging more stray hairs around her freckled face. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up straightaway.” She glanced at her watch and collapsed back into the sofa. “We’ve got some time before our Biomechanics lecture. Tell me about your summer.”
Maya caught her up on her mum and grandma, leaving out a lot of the details about her grandpa. She hated the sympathy that came with it. There was nothing anybody could say to make it better, anyway. When she told Hannah about Jamie, her friend’s brown eyes widened. Hannah loved to know the latest gossip and was always filling Maya in on her own netball drama.
Hannah leaned in closer once she’d finished. “So…do you think she’s going to be here today, then?” Her eyebrows bounced. “Do you really think she’d have the nerve to show up at football?”
Maya snorted. “That woman’s got bottles of the stuff. Apparently, she’s trying to take my role of captain.” Even the mention of it made her jaw clench.
Hannah let out a soft laugh. “Women’s football, eh? So much drama and you’ve literally not even started this season yet.”
“Tell me about it.”
Hannah filled her in about the latest romances on the netball team and then her summer in Scotland as they walked to their lecture. Her aunty Fiona had insisted on staying with them for three weeks, bringing all five of her cats with her.
“I love her,” Hannah said, “but every night one of the cats woke me up pawing at my face. And they ate one of my Twinkies.”
Since her dad had brought her some back from a business trip seven years ago, Hannah had become obsessed with the American cakes and hoarded them so she’d never have to go through another Twinkie drought. Maya could just imagine the carnage when Hannah realised one of the felines had broken into her prized stash. Her temper had no rival. Especially regarding food.
Before Maya knew it, she was back in the safe routine of university. She caught up with classmates, took notes in her Sports Science lecture, and successfully avoided eye contact with their intimidating professor, Mr Dricken. She didn’t know whether it was his patchy facial hair or his receding hairline, but something always had his knickers in a twist.
When the bell rang for lunch, Maya spotted someone with long blonde hair heading towards the cafeteria. Carly. Her heart skipped involuntarily as she took in her long dancer’s legs in her light blue denim trousers.
Hannah followed her gaze and shot her a sympathetic look. “I’m guessing from those puppy dog eyes that you still haven’t told her how you feel?”
“I’m not a puppy dog. She’s just…”
“The classic queer fantasy.”
Heat prickled Maya’s neck. “She’s more than that, Han. I don’t wanna fuck it up.”
Hannah wasn’t shy about her opinions on Carly. Thankfully, today, she bit her tongue and just huffed instead.
Hannah and Maddie were the only people who knew about Maya’s hopeless crush. Maya didn’t usually get this way over women. Being openly gay and on the football team meant women weren’t shy about wanting to get to know her—and Maya didn’t mind, either. It was a good distraction. Something to keep her occupied…but her heart wasn’t in it.
“I’m meeting Maddie in the common room for lunch. Are you coming or…” Hannah’s gaze lingered over Maya’s shoulder, where Carly had disappeared.
She hated this part. The guilt that came with having two friendship groups. “I should go say hi to her. I haven’t seen her since she moved.”
Hannah might have bitten her tongue, but her eyes still shone with disappointment. “Alright. I’ll see you after for the practical, then.” She gave her a small smile before she left, her oversized tote bag clunking against her side as she went.
Maya blew out a breath. She hated feeling she was letting Hannah down, but she was sure she’d understand if she felt this way about someone. Hannah was always complaining about being single.
She picked up her bag and headed towards the cafeteria, heart squeezing when Carly looked up from one of the wooden benches. Carly’s wavy hair parted in the middle, framing her round face, her cat-like eyes snaring Maya as she strolled towards her. Carly’s pink lipstick mouth stretched into a smile.
She’s happy to see me.
Maya didn’t want to read too much into it, but she couldn’t help the way her stomach flip-flopped.
But when neither Carly nor Zeek stood to greet her, the excitement soured. Maya quickly masked it, taking an empty seat next to Zeek. He had a plateful of chunky chips already and was tearing open a tomato-sauce sachet with his teeth. Maya pinched a chip from his pile, and he scowled at her, swatting her hand away as Carly did the same.
Carly and Maya shared a glance that reawakened the butterflies.
Zeek’s dark eyes narrowed. “I hate you guys.” He swirled another chip in tomato sauce. “So, how was everyone’s summer?”
Carly sighed, fanning her blonde fringe with her expelled breath. “Really, Zeek, not you too. I must have answered the same question fifty times.” She reached for another chip, but Zeek pulled his plate away.
“Get your own. The line is still small.” Zeek tried his best to sound authoritative, but he had a naturally high-pitched voice that he couldn’t make sound scary, even when he tried. His sleeves were rolled up, showing off his dark, muscular arms. He barricaded them around his chips, blocking out any thieving fingers. “I’m so sorry for making conversation.”
“You’re asking this like we haven’t seen each other for eight weeks.” Carly laughed. “We went to the cinema on Saturday.”
Saturday? Maya looked down at the table, tracing the initials that had been carved into the wood. It hurt that they’d been doing things without her, but she should’ve been used to that by now. Since Carly and Zeek met in their first year, it felt like she was slowly being phased out of Carly’s life. They rarely texted each other, hardly saw each other between football and dancing, and now Carly had moved away. Sometimes Maya wondered if they would have stayed friends at all if they hadn’t lived opposite each other. Hannah certainly doubted it. Maddie would just shrug and tell Maya to do what made her happy. Honestly, Maya wasn’t sure what exactly that was. Her feelings for Carly were complicated.
Zeek nudged her with his foot. “What about you? Good summer?”
Jamie Mellor’s smug face jumped into her mind. She blinked it away. “It was fine, thanks.”
“Fine?” Carly leaned over to steal another chip from Zeek’s plate. “I thought you were bedridden with sadness from me leaving.” She laughed.
“Yeah, you wish.” It was easy to bat away the comment, even if it did strike a little close to home. Maya took a swig of her water, catching Carly’s eye. There was a hint of something there. She could swear it wasn’t just in her head; she’d been blessed with gaydar, after all.
“Well, if any of you scroungers care, I am still single and alone, and looking for Mr Right.” Zeek chewed, waiting until he’d swallowed before continuing, “There are no decent guys in this place.”
“Tell me about it,” Carly said.
Maya tried to ignore the way her throat tightened at the thought of seeing Carly with someone. Every time the subject of dating was mentioned, she wanted to throw herself headfirst into the large industrial bins out back.
Zeek and Carly laughed at something, and she joined in a second too late, her mind preoccupied with scenarios in which Carly was getting wed to a handsome six-foot basketball player, while she watched from the aisle in tears. She pushed those ridiculous thoughts away, and her eyes drifted over the cafeteria, needing distraction. A group of guys shrieked with laughter, gathered around a video on one of their phones.
She skipped past them and spotted Jamie sitting at the back of the hall with her headphones in. She was bobbing her head to the music, eyes pinned to her phone screen. Maya wondered how her first day was going. A part of her felt guilty seeing her sitting alone.
It’s not your problem, Maya.
And yet, her eyes found themselves gravitating back towards her, lingering for a moment too long.
* * *
Maya knew Jamie would show up to football practice, so when she sauntered into the changing room at the end of the day, she was prepared. What she wasn’t prepared for was Jamie taking the seat next to her on the bench.
“Hey.” She dumped her grey backpack by her feet, whistling a tune.
“Hello.” Maya tried to mirror the same nonchalance, but the sound she made resembled more of a grunt.
“You seem to be in another delightful mood.”
Maya’s gaze bounced up to hers, to find Jamie smirking. “I wasn’t aware I needed to pander to your presence.”
“You don’t. But I thought we were friends?”
“We’re not friends.”
Jamie grinned. “Well, I’d at least expect a warm welcome from the captain.”
The mention made Maya narrow her eyes, but she was determined not to let Jamie get to her. She’d have to do better than that to rattle her.
The only other people in the changing room were two girls from the year below. They were chatting among themselves, unaware of the potential disaster about to unfold.
Maya eased out of her shoes and unpacked her training kit, placing her top and shorts in a neat pile. She felt Jamie watching her, and then she actually started to whistle to herself again.
Who actually whistles? Could she get any more annoying?
“Can you stop whistling?” Maya huffed.
Jamie finished the end of her tune and laughed.
The sound made something inside Maya’s chest pull taut, threatening to break. “And why are you here?” she asked. “There are plenty of other places for you to get changed.”
“Relax, Maya. What is your problem, anyway?” Jamie stood and began unbuttoning her jeans, and she looked away. “You should be happy.”
Happy? Maya bit her tongue, then let out a short sigh. Truthfully, she was in her head about lunch with Carly. The day hadn’t quite lived up to her expectations, and something felt strange. Taking her frustrations out on Jamie was easier than dealing with that. Remembering Jamie’s odd reaction at the dinner table, she eyed her.
“I’m just confused…about why you’re here.” She shrugged off her own top, replacing it with the white one from her pile.
“Well, it’s trials for the football team, so I thought, why not?”
Maya clenched her jaw. “Not here here. Like at this university here.”
More people began to fill the room, taking up the empty benches. She nodded a greeting at some of her teammates as they entered.
“Starburst?” Jamie asked.
Maya glanced down at the bag in her hand before looking back at her with derision. She’d rather eat old chewing gum from under the locker benches than take something from her.
“Suit yourself, grumpy.” She tucked the bag away and straightened up, ruffling her short blonde hair. Maya’s eyes were drawn to the half-sleeve on her forearm, but she quickly glanced away. The last thing she wanted was Jamie thinking she was interested in her.
“Are you not going to answer me?” Maya pressed.
“I don’t owe you any explanation.”
“Of course you do. You’re a Harrier, for fuck’s sake.” That comment caused a few of her teammates to turn their heads. “You can’t just waltz in here and take over.”
Jamie laughed. “I don’t want to take over. Relax. I’m just here to play football. Believe me.” When Maya shot her a look, she blew out a breath, letting another laugh pass her lips. “Look, I told you already. My folks moved. This university is closer. You can retire your detective skills.”
I’m not buying it. Maya pressed her lips together. “You have a car.”
“Observant.”
“Why not just drive there?”
The corners of Jamie’s mouth quirked in a way that made Maya want to punch it off her face. “Do I really bother you that much?”
The direct question threw her. She waited a moment, pondering whether Jamie wanted her to answer honestly or if the question were meant to be rhetorical. Surely she knew how irritating she was?
The silence between them was replaced by the chatter around the changing room.
Maya held Jamie’s stare. “You don’t bother me,” she said, crossing her hands in her lap. People like Jamie revelled in the attention. They wanted a reaction, and she didn’t want to give her the satisfaction. She needed to focus on what was important.
“I wish I could say the same.” Now fully changed, Jamie leaned her head back against the white walls, squinting under the bright lighting. Maya did a double take at the tight red T-shirt covering her shoulders, thinking for a second she’d brought a Harriers top to trial in. Even Jamie would surely have reservations about wearing that in a sea of Millton players. It’d be like bleeding out in shark-infested waters, just asking to be eaten alive.
“Excuse me?”
Jamie laughed, shaking her head. “It’s nice to see you’re still so easy to wind up, Skip. Comforting, really.”
“Don’t call me that. I’m not your captain.” Maya let out a frustrated sigh. “And don’t even think about challenging me for it, either.”
“Are your ears clogged? I don’t want to be captain.”
Memories of Jamie gathering the Harriers like troops flashed before her eyelids. Maya found her statement hard to believe. Jamie had always been vocal and commanding on the field, revelling in the nuisance she created and leading by that example.
“Whatever,” Maya said. “Just wait ’til everyone finds out you’re a Harrier.”
“I’m sure they already know.”
“What, you really think everyone knows who you are? Like you’re some sort of celebrity?”
“It’s no secret we’ve beaten you every year…So, yeah.” Jamie smiled, and rage simmered in Maya’s gut, as she leaned forward. “And thank you for making that so easy.”
Luckily for Jamie, Coach Carmichael burst through the doors. Otherwise she’d have a Maya-shaped fist in her face.
“Come on then, you lot! Out on the field in two minutes. Grab the balls and the cones.” Her dark eyes rested on Maya. “Thomas, lead the warm-up,” she told her. “Now, go!”
The room jumped to attention, grabbing their boots and water bottles and flying out the door. Before Maya could give Jamie a piece of her mind, she was already gone, winking at her and disappearing into the crowd of departing women.
* * *
The smell of freshly cut grass filled the air as Maya sprinted across the field, the rhythmic clacking of boots pounding the turf. Football trials were held at the start of every new school year. The places on the team mostly stayed the same, give or take a few of the first and second years. Despite this, Coach Carmichael would make you believe you were trialling for Manchester City, the way she spoke about the pride and the responsibility of representing Millton University. This passion and borderline obsession seemed to amuse Jamie.
Maya found herself watching her, assessing how she was reacting to the experience and to the rest of the team. It annoyed her that she’d been accepted with open arms. She was a Harrier.
Why am I the only one who cares?
Admittedly, Maya was competitive. Getting so close to the title and losing each time to the Harriers—to Jamie—did make her feel a little bit unhinged. Millton University had certain expectations. It was a university of winners. The best coaches and, supposedly, the best players. It was Maya’s responsibility as captain to make sure the team lived up to those expectations. Winning the championship would not only be amazing for her job prospects, but it would prove her point. She was good enough. All the fights with her mum would have been worth it.
An hour later, sweaty and red in the dipping sun, Coach blew outrageously long on her whistle, her cheeks puffing up like a hamster’s. They trotted into the changing rooms, and once everyone was inside, she let the door close with a bang.
“Bloody fantastic effort today, everyone!” She blocked the archway with her broad shoulders, placing her hands on her hips. Her tracksuit bottoms were a little too tight and strained with every movement, threatening to split the fabric. “I’m delighted to see so many familiar faces, and a couple of newbies. This is going to be a great competitive season. I can feel it in my toes.”
She spun, her trainers squeaking across the floor. “Binta, great to see you back to fitness after that nasty injury. Careful with that left foot, though. We’ll work on it some more next week.” She winked and spun back around, this time to face Jamie. “And you, the little wild card. The lucky dip. Good to have you here. Something tells me with your two feet on the team, we’re gonna have a lot more bloody goals on the board.”
“But what about our formation?” Maya interjected. “The way Jamie plays doesn’t fit that.”
“It’s time to shake things up, Thomas.” Coach eyed her knowingly. “Make sure Mellor feels welcome.”
Jamie beamed. “Thanks, Coach.” She cast a smile Maya’s way, but Maya looked down at her boots. Even Carmichael didn’t have a problem with her? The world had gone mad.
Maya knew on a sensible level that having Jamie on their side was a good thing. She’d been the league’s top scorer two years in a row—but did it have to be Jamie who helped them win the championship? Jamie, really?
Maya couldn’t trust her as far as she could throw her. Even if Jamie wasn’t bothered about taking Maya’s captaincy, how did they know she wasn’t just going to relay information back to the Harriers? She didn’t want Jamie on her team; she wanted to beat her. She wanted to see the look on her face when they lifted the trophy and make her eat her own damn words. She didn’t want to rely on Jamie for anything.
Coach heaved in a deep breath. “Right! Get changed, you bloody ragamuffins, and meet in the hall to discuss this year’s fixtures. Look alive!” And with that, she was gone, the door swinging shut behind her as her clunking footsteps disappeared.
“So, Skip.” Jamie turned to her, raising her eyebrows and bumping her with her shoulder. “Seems like we’ll be spending some time together.”
Maya didn’t have the energy to pull her on the nickname she’d continued to give her all through practice. Or to question the truth behind her statement. For the first time since meeting her, Jamie Mellor might just have a point. Not only were they going to spend more time together, they were going to be teammates.
Maya wasn’t sure which part frightened her more.



Chapter Five
Maya
The first two weeks back at university had exhausted her. It was strange how lying around moping all summer hadn’t exactly prepared Maya for her final year exams. If her phone hadn’t buzzed, though, she would’ve happily spent all Sunday doing the exact same thing.
When Carly’s name lit up her phone, Maya’s heart skipped.
Fancy a drink at the Globe?
She glanced at Zeek’s thumbs-up reply and sighed. So much for a private invite. Lazy afternoons spent laughing with Carly and making future plans seemed long forgotten now, along with their dream trip around Europe. Carly’s eyes had lit up when they’d discussed driving through Switzerland and trying every variation of Swiss cheese, learning different languages, and watching the sunsets. Maybe now she’d prefer to go with Zeek.
Maya pushed those thoughts away, replied with a yes, and rolled out of bed to get ready.
The Globe was one of the student pubs on campus. A place where everyone and anyone was welcome as long as you didn’t mind sticky tables and slippy floors. Flags of all colours lined the ceilings and walls, creating a world tapestry of cheap polyester that featured in many of Maya’s drunken memories. Maya was surprised when Carly suggested it. The lively drunks and crumbling furniture were a far cry from the quirky coffee shops Carly frequented—but the beer was cheap, and the pool table was free, so she wasn’t going to complain.
They took a seat at the back, away from the thick smell of fried onions emanating from the kitchen. Carly and Zeek discussed his latest matches on Tinder. They pushed the occasional topless photo Maya’s way, and she nodded and smiled as enthusiastically as she could. They both knew her preferences, so why they kept insisting on her opinion was beyond her. Looking at each hairless torso was the equivalent of a long, cool shower.
“Look at him! Steve. Oh, Steve.” Zeek slid the phone back over, and Maya didn’t miss how Carly’s eyes grew wide. She looked away, watching a tall blond lean over the pool table, line up his shot, and miss by an embarrassingly wide margin. His friends erupted into laughter.
“Jesus. Look at the size of his arms,” Carly said, still absorbed in the photo.
“That’s nothing,” Zeek insisted. “Wait ’til you see the size of this.”
“Zeek! Gross!” Carly pushed herself away from him and into Maya, nearly knocking her off her seat. The sweet, flowery smell of her perfume invaded her nostrils as Carly shuffled her chair closer, so their legs brushed.
Maya couldn’t stop the tingles spreading across her skin. Was Carly aware of the effect she had on her? Hannah always said she should be honest with Carly and tell her how she felt. “How are you ever gonna know the answer if you never ask?”
She had a point. But once the words were out there, Maya couldn’t take them back. What if it made their whole relationship uncomfortable because Carly didn’t reciprocate her feelings? So much had changed already.
The truth was, she got scared. The idea of being so vulnerable made her shiver. It was safer to stay on this side of her feelings, even if that meant getting unintentionally hurt. She had her methods for working out her frustrations. Casual hook-ups occupied her body when her heart was somewhere else. It didn’t always work, though. Sometimes it made things worse.
Zeek tilted his head at the phone screen, and after a few seconds, Carly pawed it out of his hand.
“Right, that’s enough Tinder talk for one day. We’re supposed to be socialising.”
Thank god.
Carly flipped the phone screen down on the table. Zeek narrowed his eyes but didn’t protest.
Maya let out a breath. She’d hoped spending time with Carly would make her feel better, help them feel closer, but it was only reminding her just how far apart they were.
As she was about to change the subject, Carly nudged her leg. “Hey. Isn’t that the new girl you were talking about?”
Maya followed her gaze and spotted Jamie leaning against the glass of a grabber machine in the corner. The metal claw bobbed through the air as she fiddled with the controls. Red-and-yellow pinstriped trousers hugged her muscular legs, paired with a white T-shirt that showed off her arm tattoos.
“Jamie, you mean?” Maya asked, turning back to the group.
“Is that Leah Calder with her?” Zeek said, between sips of his cider. “Damn, she’s not wasting any time in going for the Millton girls.”
Maya’s gaze moved to Leah, one of the wingers on their team. It was strange to see her blonde hair fanned out behind her and not in the signature thick braid snaked over her shoulder. She felt a sting of betrayal seeing them together, even though she knew that was stupid. Jamie was on their team now; she had to get used to it.
Jamie swept her hand through her head of curls and laughed at something. The mechanical claw barely grazed a plump Yoshi toy and returned to its starting point, singing under flashing lights to try again. Leah pounded against the glass, and Jamie laid a comforting arm around her shoulder.
Maya wanted to roll her eyes. Of course, Jamie would have Leah eating out the palm of her hand already; she always seemed the type to land right on her feet.
Carly laughed. “Hardly surprising that she’s a fast mover, though, is it? She’s like…a super dyke.”
Chills pricked up Maya’s spine, and her gaze snapped to Carly, but she was still laughing too much with Zeek to notice.
“Super dyke?” he said. “That sounds like a cool superhero.”
Carly giggled. “And what’s the superpower?”
“Eating pus—”
“Don’t speak about her like that,” Maya snapped, surprising herself. She was used to staying quiet to blend in with the two of them; it was usually easier that way.
They turned to look at her. Zeek raised a dark eyebrow, and Carly was on the verge of laughter again, her red lips pursed together.
“It’s not funny.” Maya suddenly wished she’d never left the comfort of her bedroom. She took a long swig of her beer to stop her from saying something else.
“We’re only joking, ya know, Maya.” Zeek held his palms up in mock surrender. “Besides, I’m gay, so I’m allowed to say it.”
Carly nodded, still trying her best not to laugh.
“That’s not how it works, Zeek. Don’t be a dick.”
Maybe Hannah was right about other things too—all these two did was gossip about other people. It grated on her, and she didn’t like the feeling.
Do they talk about me when I’m not here as well?
Make fun of my indifferent responses to the parade of Tinder profiles? Laugh about my unrequited crush on Carly?
Maybe she needed to face facts: she and Carly just weren’t compatible. They’d outgrown each other.
“I’m heading to the bar.” Maya finished her drink and left without saying anything else.
The Globe had filled with people since they’d arrived, and she had to sidestep the other students as they shuffled past with their glasses. A huge cheer erupted from the pool table, followed by deafening laughter.
At least some people were having a good time.
She leaned on the sticky bar, not caring about the mess it’d make of her shirt. She was determined to have a good time too, and the good time started with some more drinks—and hopefully ended with staying in someone else’s bed.
There was a pattern with Carly-related incidents and Maya craving a hook-up. Fucking away the pain had seemed to serve her well when she was feeling like this. At capacity—being back home, her grandpa, Carly, Jamie—everything was all piling on top of each other. She needed to blow off some steam. The Globe was usually good for that.
“Two double vodka cokes, please,” she ordered when the bartender approached, straining her voice over the indie music.
She let her attention drift over the crowd, spotting some familiar faces from her Sports Science lectures and sharing a small smile. A short redhead waiting further along the bar caught her eye. She recognised her from Hannah’s netball team. Chloe…something? The girl glanced at Maya, her blue eyes widening slightly with recognition. Maya let her gaze roam over her deep green dress and the bare freckled skin of her shoulders.
This might be easier than I thought.
Hannah had mentioned that Chloe had split up with her boyfriend recently, and Maya remembered buying her a drink at one of the netball meets last year. She had a nice smile, smelt good, had cute freckles. What was not to like?
The bartender placed Chloe’s drinks on the bar, and she disappeared into the crowd without so much as a glance in her direction.
Ah, maybe not.
Her gaze shifted to the woman who’d taken her place, and some of the rage from before simmered back in her gut. She’d forgotten she was there.
Jamie raised her eyebrows. “Hey, Skip!”
Maya’s attention dropped to her mouth. She couldn’t hear her over the music, which only seemed to be getting louder, but she could read the words leaving her lips. She gave her a small nod and a tight smile. Jamie’s incessant need to talk to her was wearing thin. She knew she was only doing it to wind her up, but it worked too well. That woman knew how to press her buttons.
Luckily, the bartender pushed Maya’s drinks in front of her, and it was her turn to disappear back into the crowd.
She took two deep gulps, relishing the burn as the vodka slid down her throat. She already felt better. Her eyes scanned the tables for Zeek and Carly, but when they came up empty, she frowned. Leaning against a flashing slot machine, she sipped her drink, noting that the table they’d previously occupied definitely now belonged to someone else.
She’s fucking left me? Really?
She shook her head, finishing the first of her drinks.
Then she spotted them, over by the pool table. Carly’s head was thrown back in a laugh, her hand squeezing Luke Ingle’s sizeable bicep. He was studying the same Sports Science degree as she was, played on the basketball team—of fucking course—and had tight brown curls that seemed to be a Carly-magnet. Zeek was standing off to the side chatting with someone, but Maya couldn’t take her eyes off of her.
Carly reached up to tousle Luke’s hair, while his right hand snaked across to grab her hip. Maya’s heart tightened in her chest. Every nerve in her body wanted to tug her forward and slap his huge hand off her. But Carly wasn’t hers. Never had been. She had no right to say or do anything. She just had to take it.
A lightbulb went off in Maya’s head. Was that why Carly had wanted to come here tonight? Luke was known for hanging around here with his basketball bros. She hadn’t wanted to spend time with Maya at all. That realisation stung.
Maya backed herself into the corner, letting the feelings wash over her. Shame. Stupidity. Inadequacy. Loneliness.
Pure and utter loneliness. Ironic, really, as she was surrounded by so many people having a good time.
Her gaze snagged on Jamie and Leah again, chatting in a far corner by the jukebox. Leah hit her arm playfully at something she said.
By the look of it, even Jamie Mellor was getting lucky tonight.
Maya downed her second drink and headed back to the bar.
She wouldn’t be the only one.
* * *
The cold pavement seeped into Maya’s jeans; the bricks pressed cool against her back. The indie music from inside the Globe was a muted hum, oddly comforting, despite the fact she was outside alone.
She didn’t know what time it was—didn’t care either. The only thing her mind could replay was the sight of Carly and Luke leaving the bar together about an hour ago.
The deep navy sky told her she would most definitely be missing her lecture tomorrow. She wanted to text Hannah and tell her, but she was a little embarrassed at what she might say—and what Chloe might tell Hannah about her behaviour tonight. The people on the netball team were tight; gossip always spread around the sports teams fast. Sitting on the floor outside seemed better than facing her responsibilities. Even if the chill was creeping up her spine.
She and Chloe had had a nice conversation, flirted some, arms touching in all the right places. Then Maya had kissed her, earning some wolf-whistles from Chloe’s friends, but when she’d seen Carly leaving with Luke, the illusion shattered.
She was too sad even to have a casual shag. Now that truly was pathetic.
The music was amplified as the door swung open and a handful of people spilled out onto the street. Maya tipped her head up instinctively, her vision blurring and dipping in and out of focus. Chloe, Zeek, and most of the other students had left already. Soon the bar staff would be out, sweeping up the cigarette ends and shooing her along the street like a stray pigeon.
A shadow loomed over her, blocking the yellow light from the lamppost opposite. “Do you need a hand?”
She squinted, trying to focus, and let out a groan when Jamie’s signature smirk filled her vision. Like this night couldn’t get any worse.
“I’m always touched by how happy you are to see me, Skip.” Jamie let out a soft laugh. “Anyone would think you didn’t like me.”
“I don’t,” Maya slurred. “You’re arrogant.”
“On the pitch, maybe.” She offered her arm. When Maya didn’t take it, she lifted her anyway, propping her back onto her feet with ease.
“Hey,” Maya protested, slapping her hands away. “I’m fine. I was just getting some air.”
Jamie nodded. “Sure you were. You’ve been out here for ages. You’re going to catch a cold.”
“I’m fine,” Maya insisted, but even she could hear the slur in her words. She didn’t like the swirl of feelings in her stomach. The way Jamie was looking at her only added to it. She didn’t need her help. It made her feel even more pathetic. “Why do you care?” Her gaze roamed behind Jamie, but only caught on a couple having a hushed conversation over a smoke. “Where’s Leah?”
Jamie’s eyebrows quirked at the last question, almost making Maya regret asking it. She didn’t know where her interest had come from. Stupid vodka brain. “She’s gone home. Why do you care?” she mirrored back.
Maya scoffed. “I don’t. You can sleep with whoever you want.”
Jamie chuckled low in her throat. “Well, thanks for the permission, Skip. I wasn’t aware I needed it.”
“See.” Maya prodded a finger in her chest. “This is what I mean. You’re always so sarcastic. And smiling. Why are you always smiling so much?”
Jamie really laughed at that. “I guess I find your pure, unwavering hatred of me quite amusing.”
Maya snorted. “Only you would find it amusing. That’s so typical of you.”
“Well, we don’t need to hold any grudges now, do we? You’re spared playing against me this year. If I win, you win too.” She leaned closer to whisper, “We’re on the same team, in case you can’t remember.”
Her sudden proximity raised the hairs along Maya’s neck. The tangy, spicy scent of her aftershave cut through her senses, making her take a step back. She swallowed. “Yes, I am aware of that. But it won’t be down to you. It’s a team sport.”
Jamie let out a sharp laugh. “Wow. Even with this much booze in you, you’re still relentless. You know what? I respect that.” She shook her head, but a genuine smile lit up her face. “Now, come on. I’d never forgive myself if I left our captain out here alone to freeze in the dark.”
“I’m not coming back home with you.”
She’d definitely not had enough to drink for that. Even if she was desperate.
“And what makes you think you’d be so lucky, huh?” Jamie smirked. “Come on, let’s get you home.”



Chapter Six
Jamie
The ball spun off Maya’s foot, slicing through the air in the opposite direction to the one she probably intended. It bounced on the outside of the penalty box, just asking to be pounced on by the other striker in the team—Aiysha, Jamie thought, but she was bad with names—who did just that. The net swished as the ball hit the back, and half the team cheered.
Coach shouted Maya’s name from the touchline, clearly not happy with her performance.
Jamie had been unable to keep her eyes off the grumpy captain. Maya had been off her game all session, which wasn’t like her. Normally she was so anal and precise with her passes, it bordered on being irritating. But now she was sulking. Jamie felt a little bad for her; she couldn’t help it. She wondered if this had anything to do with what had happened on Sunday night. The flash of vulnerability behind Maya’s usually guarded walls had intrigued her.
The woman’s feisty mouth was aggravating, but watching her drink herself into oblivion had taken the sting out of her prickliness. Was this something she did often or was something bothering her?
It’s none of your business, Jaim. Stay out of it.
Another of Maya’s passes went out of play and she cursed, kicking the Astroturf with her boot.
Coach blew her whistle, and they headed back into the changing rooms. Maya lingered at the back, her mood seeming to mirror the October chill and the thick grey clouds overhead. Jamie considered saying something to her but decided against it. She needed to hurry as she had a meeting to attend.
Changed back into her jeans and black hoodie, Jamie said bye to the players and slipped out into the lemon-scented hallway. The first few weeks had passed by quickly, and she was starting to get the hang of things. Practice twice a week, game days on Wednesdays when the season started, and extra training in her spare time. The schedule wasn’t all that different from her time at the Harriers.
But she didn’t want to think about that.
As it was late in the day, with classes having finished, the university grounds were a ghost town. The wide halls echoed with the emptiness. Only the cleaner’s shoes squeaked as she tugged her trolley along.
Jamie found the door she needed and knocked on it twice. When a deep voice called out, she entered, her eyes drawn to the huge man at the end of the room.
“Jamie.” He smiled. “Take a seat.”
The head of her English Literature course was a giant oak tree of a man who insisted everyone call him Marlon. He looked every bit the bodybuilder, from his bulging biceps to his square shoulders and meaty neck. The sight of him swallowing up the small desk in the English office would have been enough to make Jamie laugh if she wasn’t so nervous.
She’d spent a lot of time in offices over the last year and didn’t want a repeat.
“Hi, Mr Nichols.” She took a seat and placed her bag by her feet.
Mr Nichols raised his eyebrows and wagged an enormous finger.
“Marlon,” she corrected. “Sorry.”
“It’s alright. You’ve had a lot to get orientated with.” He threaded his fingers together and offered her a sympathetic smile. The kind of smile reserved for people who knew what had happened to her last year. “How are you settling in?”
She scratched the back of her neck. “Good. The football team have been very welcoming.” Well, aside from Maya, but she wasn’t going to mention that.
“We’re very pleased to have you. Quite the left foot I hear you have.”
“Something like that, yeah.” She chuckled nervously. The sooner this was over, the better. She didn’t want to keep reliving the past. She was ready to move on with her life.
“And the course?”
“Really enjoying it so far.”
“Great! And, uh, have you…had any trouble at all?”
Jamie shook her head. “No. Everything has been great, thanks.” Luckily, her last university had been as eager to squash the news as she had been. She forced a big smile at Marlon, trying to emphasise her point. She was fine. She was great. This year was going to be different. “In fact, I don’t think I’ll need any more check-ins at all. I’m all settled. If I need something, I know where to find you. Thank you.”
“Only if you’re sure. My door is always open.”
Jamie stood, collecting her bag. “Thank you, Marlon. I appreciate it.”
She hurried out of there, heaving a sigh of relief once the door was closed and she was back in the quiet hallway. Her muscles ached from football, and a hot shower was calling her. Thoughts of curling up in bed to read her new book moved her feet faster across the squeaky floor.
As she stepped outside, a gust of air hit her, ice cold droplets trickling on her skin. She winced, tilting her head up to the grey sky as she hurried to her car. Once inside, the droplets soon turned into thirty dozen, bouncing off her windows like bullets. She relaxed into the soft seat, fired up the engine, and her speakers started blaring The Human League. Her favourite era of music—eighties.
Back in the safety of her own space, she let the sound consume her, moving through her limbs and putting a genuine smile on her face. This music always did that for her. Even when times were shit last year.
But she’d got a plan: study hard, train harder. The university season started in November, and she knew if she wanted to make it pro after graduation, she needed to keep her head down. Focus on the games and not get sucked into drama. Especially not any lesbian drama relating to the grumpy captain.
She drove into the rain, singing along as the water ricocheted off the tarmac. She slowed as a woman, still wearing a smart grey pantsuit, dashed across the road with a little brown dog. Its little paws moved at double speed to keep up with its owner’s striding pace.
Then she saw her. Hunched over and soaked to the bone. She recognised that sulking walk.
What is Maya doing out in the rain?
Jamie considered driving past—or speeding quickly through a big puddle beside her. It was no secret that Jamie’s new captain wasn’t her biggest fan. Maya had avoided her like the plague since Sunday night, demanding a new definition of having a chip on the shoulder. Jamie shouldn’t get involved where Maya clearly didn’t want her.
But the fierce wind blew the woman’s hair across her face like a poorly constructed comedy sketch. Her attempts to push it off were futile as it whipped back with a mind of its own. No matter the strange tension between them, Jamie couldn’t just leave her.
She lowered the music and brought the car to a crawl. Maya continued walking, either unaware or pretending she hadn’t seen her. She must be freezing.
Jamie wound the passenger-side window down, and Maya glanced up. Those dark eyes of hers were haunting, piercing straight into hers.
“You want a ride?” Jamie called, glancing over her training shorts and bare legs. What the hell is she thinking?
Maya shook her head and continued walking. The car continued to roll beside her.
“You look cold,” Jamie went on.
“I’m fine.”
“Come on, Maya. Stop being so stubborn and get in the car.”
Maya’s sudden coming to a halt made Jamie squeeze the brakes.
She stuck her head through the passenger window. “I said I’m fine. Do you have a problem with your hearing?”
Jamie couldn’t help but laugh. Maya’s brazenness had caught her off guard, and even when she was furious and soaked to the skin, the way she looked at her with such anger made her heart race.
“Skip. I’m offering you a lift, not trying to rob you. Just let me take you home.”
Memories of a drunken Maya flashed behind her eyelids. Her slender body slumped across Jamie’s backseat, dark hair covering her face, the sniffles audible over Jamie’s music. Jamie had inadvertently become the captain’s taxi driver. Does she even remember?
Two droplets slid down Maya’s nose, leaving black dots on Jamie’s passenger seat. She was debating it. Maybe she needed a little more convincing.
Jamie raised an eyebrow. “Or I could accompany you home and give a running commentary on how drenched you look. Maybe live stream it or something. Your hair looks really great like that, by the way. Very swimmer chic.”
Maya pushed the slick strands back from her face, and then, without a word, clunked open the door and collapsed into the seat.
Goosebumps rippled over her olive skin, and she shivered, her teeth chattering.
“Here.” Without thinking, Jamie pulled her black hoodie over her head and dropped it onto Maya’s lap. “You’re freezing.”
She stared at it for a moment, her lips pressed together.
“Maya. It’s only a jumper.” When she still didn’t move, Jamie’s voice fell serious. “Just put the damn thing on. You’re so unbelievably stubborn.”
With a huff, she acquiesced, shrugging the soft, oversized material over her head. Jamie’s breath caught in her throat, momentarily stunned by the sight of Maya in her clothing. She hadn’t expected her to look so hot—especially in her current state.
Maya sighed and leaned back in the seat.
“Better?” Jamie asked, cranking up the heating, blowing hot air from the vents.
She nodded.
Guess that’s the best I’m gonna get.
When it was clear Maya wasn’t going to provide anything else, Jamie chuckled softly and started the engine.
They drove in silence. The windscreen wipers whipped across the window with a melodious thunk as the rain poured from the skies. Music from the stereo hummed from the speakers, the volume low. Jamie tapped her fingers on the wheel as they waited at a red light.
“I guess you don’t want to talk about it?”
Maya shook her head.
“That’s fair enough. I respect that.”
The light changed, and they followed the stream of cars through the town. Old men cradled their cigarettes outside the pub doors, already well into their third or fourth beer of the early evening. The rest of the streets were quiet. A few dog walkers marched about in raincoats and hats, wellies splashing as they paraded through the growing puddles.
A new song started playing, the opening beats only just audible. Without thinking, Jamie squealed. “Oooh! I love this song.” She shot Maya a cheeky smile, her fingers hovering over the volume dial. Surely the grump couldn’t hate eighties music? “Do you mind if I…?”
“Go ahead.”
Jamie grinned, immediately cranking the song up six notches and bobbing her head. It was one of her favourites. She murmured the lyrics under her breath, but her dancing was not as confined. Her head whipped side to side in time with the beat, letting the music do its thing. She caught Maya watching her, and the smile creeping onto her face. Something squeezed in Jamie’s chest. “What?”
“You like this song?” Maya asked, lifting an eyebrow.
“Yeah. It’s Depeche Mode,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “‘Just Can’t Get Enough.’”
“That’s unexpected from you.”
“Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think.” The line slipped out. Jamie couldn’t help it.
Maya narrowed her eyes but didn’t bite. “Why do you like it?”
“This song? Because it’s great.”
“But it’s so old.”
She turned to her again. “So what?”
“My mum likes this music.”
“Then I’d say your mum has good taste.”
The heater hissed as it bombarded them with hot air, and Maya reached to turn it down a notch.
Jamie inched the volume a little higher as the chorus crept in, and the sound reverberated from the speakers. She sang loud and out-of-tune, unbothered by Maya hearing her. Who cared if she didn’t like it? She would already put Jamie’s head on a spit if she got half a chance.
Jamie peeked at Maya out of the corner of her eye. “You can’t shake your head at me. You’re tapping your foot to it too.”
“I’m not.” Maya immediately stopped bouncing her leg, and Jamie cackled.
“It’s the power of the eighties, Maya. Even a stubborn mule like you can’t listen to this music without wanting to have a good time. Here.” She skipped a couple of songs on the screen, exclaiming when she found the one she wanted. “Pet Shop Boys.”
Maya scrunched her eyebrows. “What kind of a name is that?”
Jamie laughed. “That’s not the strangest one. What about A Flock of Seagulls?”
“That’s so weird.”
“Exactly. It’s all part of the fun. Now, listen.”
Maya snorted, but she seemed to have unfrozen. “And I’m the one who’s stubborn?”
Jamie silenced her with a smile as she inched the volume up again to belt the chorus to “Always on my Mind”. She caught Maya smiling again.
“I know this song,” Maya shouted above the noise. “Wasn’t this originally an Elvis song?”
Jamie nodded, bouncing hard in her seat as the rain continued to pour outside.
“My grandpa loves Elvis.”
“I’d say he also has good taste, then.” They shared a smile, and warmth spread into Jamie’s sternum like hot lava. She turned left onto their estate, a little abruptly, but didn’t miss how Maya’s face fell.
Jamie wanted to ask her about it, but she didn’t want to dampen the progress they’d made tonight. Making Maya smile had temporarily short-circuited her brain, the heat in her chest fogging her other senses.
She slowed the car to a crawl outside their houses, and her mind soured, thinking about what rested behind her own door. She had no choice but to go inside or Maya would know something was off. She supposed everyone had something going on behind the scenes.
They sat listening to the music, neither of them making an effort to leave the car. Maya just watched Jamie dancing. She didn’t mind.
She thought Maya wanted to ask her something, but when she turned to her, she found she’d pressed her lips back together. Maya’s attention was then drawn to the contents on Jamie’s dashboard. Loose change, Starburst wrappers, half-eaten packs of chewing gum, and a small cuddly toy rat.
The song finished, and Jamie faded the volume out.
“Is that Ratatouille?” Maya asked.
“Ratatouille?”
Maya nodded to the rat, who was sitting with a slightly lopsided expression, its round pink nose turned upwards at her question.
A slow smile spread across Jamie’s face, gathering in the corner. “You mean Remy?”
“If that’s his name, then yes.”
Jamie tutted, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you haven’t seen it.”
“Who says I haven’t?”
She eyed her, challenging with her gaze. “Well, we already had this conversation.”
“What? When?”
Jamie shifted in her seat and glanced away. “On Sunday night. Well, Monday morning, to be more precise.”
Maya’s face hardened, the smile smoothing into a hard line. “You drove home?” she asked incredulously.
“Yeah.”
“Drunk?” She snapped upright. “What the hell were you thinking—”
Jamie held her palms up. “Whoa, whoa. Who said anything about being drunk?”
“You were at the Globe all night! You trying to tell me you weren’t? They’re the cheapest pints on campus.”
“And while that might be true, I wasn’t drunk.”
Maya shook her head, that fiery streak back with a vengeance. “Don’t lie to me,” she snapped. “And don’t ever do that again.”
“Maya. I don’t drink.” Jamie gripped her forearm, and Maya glanced down at it. When she didn’t immediately hit her hand away, Jamie’s stomach tingled.
Why is my breathing so heavy?
“What?” Maya snapped.
“Despite the terrible things you think about me, I would never drink and drive. And I don’t drink.”
Maya furrowed her brows, and Jamie laughed. Reluctantly, she removed her hand and placed it on the steering wheel. “I’ve never met someone like you.” She shook her head, looking out the window briefly into the street.
Maya’s tone was accusatory. “What do you mean?”
Jamie turned back to her, studying her for a moment. Those inquisitive, immobilising eyes. The full, pouted lips. Jamie didn’t think she understood what power she held in her gaze. “You’re so…stubborn.”
Maya let out a laugh, and Jamie relaxed a little. “You’re not the first person to tell me that.”
“I can’t say I’m surprised.”
She nudged Maya with her arm, and when their eyes connected again, something pulled behind her sternum.
What the hell was that?
Maya looked down at her shorts. Locking her hands together, she swallowed. A silence fell between them, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was kind of…nice. Jamie scrambled her head to make this moment continue.
“You’re welcome for the ride, by the way,” she teased.
“I was just about to say ‘thank you’, actually, but now you’ve gone and blown it.”
“No…Oh, please. I would love to hear Maya Thomas grovelling.”
“And now you’ve lost your mind.”
“Damn. Well, maybe some other time.” They locked eyes again, both trying to hide a smile. “I mean it,” Jamie continued. “I’ll give you a ride whenever you need. Like after practice. I’m sure it’ll save your folks a job.” She got the feeling that Maya wasn’t the type of person to accept help often. “Or…if you’ve had too much to drink and need to get home.”
Maya pursed her lips. “Yeah…maybe. I’ll, uh, think about it. Thanks.” She grabbed her dripping bag from the footwell and opened the door with a squeak. The smell of rain engulfed Jamie’s senses as she joined her out on the tarmac. Her heart sank a little when Maya walked straight to her house.
At her front door, she fumbled with her keys, stealing a look back at her new neighbour. Maya lingered on her step, offering a small wave before disappearing behind the shiny white wood. She was still wearing Jamie’s hoodie.
Jamie stayed for a moment longer, her mind firing on all cylinders to try and compute the night’s events.
The feel of Maya on her bare skin. The look in her eyes that rendered Jamie speechless. How something had seemed to shift in the air between them.
She might be crazy, but she swore Maya felt it too.



Chapter Seven
Maya
The Emmerdale credits continued to play on the TV, with an empty cup of tea on the table. A wise person should never try to come between Grandma and her love of the soaps—and certainly not mention how unrealistic and repetitive the storylines were…Not unless they wanted a clip round the ear with the red tea towel.
Mum was away with work again, and Grandma was about to have her biweekly “Witch Club”, as Grandpa had sweetly deemed it years ago. Basically, an excuse to eat scones and biscuits and do the occasional Tarot card reading. Each to their own.
Maya collected Grandma’s cup from the table and took it into the kitchen, sighing when the dishwasher needed emptying. She put the plates away, humming a tune to herself. She stopped dead in her tracks, arm reached out to stack a mug in the cupboard, when she realised what she was singing.
“Just Can’t Get Enough.”
Slamming the mug into its place with a little more force than needed, she shook her head. That damn song, along with that damned blonde woman, had been creeping into her head uninvited over the last few days.
Not ideal.
“What did that mug ever do to you?”
Grandma’s voice jolted her, and she spun around. She was wearing a long red dress, with her favourite black cardigan hanging off her bony shoulders.
“You look nice,” Maya commented, pushing another mug into the cupboard.
“Thank you, dear.” Her grandma ambled over and placed a cool hand on Maya’s arm. “Everything alright?”
“I’m fine. You looking forward to Witch Club?” She emptied the last mug from the dishwasher drawer and started to restack the dirty ones. Unfortunately, there were only two, and she had to face the inquisitive eyes of her grandma once again.
Grandma let out a soft laugh. “Yes. Those spells aren’t going to cast themselves, you know. Did you notice how Mrs Corstow’s moustache has grown back?”
Maya broke into a smile. Mrs Corstow was an old grumpy git of a woman who used to complain and moan about them playing in the streets as kids. The way she used to scream from her doorway, you’d think they were trying to steal her garden gnome collection, not playing catch. The old lady and Grandma had always had disagreements ever since.
“Have you got your wand ready?” Maya teased.
Grandma patted down her cardigan and pulled something out of her pocket. “Here it is.” It was her middle finger.
They both burst out laughing. Grandma moved to the kitchen table to collect her leather handbag. Her gaze drifted over the room before landing on Maya again.
“You know what you need to do? Tabl—”
“Tablets at eight, yep.”
“And if he’s in pain—”
“He can have two more from the red box.”
Grandma smiled, but it didn’t touch her eyes. “Thank you, love. I appreciate you being here. I know it isn’t always easy.”
“I’d do anything for you and Grandpa.” Maya swallowed the lump in her throat, surprised by the honesty that had come out of her mouth.
“And we’d do anything for you.” Grandma cupped Maya’s cheek with her hand, a gesture that made her feel seven years old again. Grandma had to reach higher to touch her now, but her hands were still as soft and still smelled like vanilla. She flashed Maya another smile—this one genuine. “I’ll see you later, then. And hands off those chocolate biscuits, eh?”
With a wink, she disappeared out of the kitchen.
A little later, with the house quiet and tidied, Maya headed up to Grandpa’s room with his tablets and two hot cups of tea. She knocked softly on the door with her elbow, barely balancing the tray in her arms. Inside, the room was dark; Grandpa’s profile was lit by the strange elephant light that used to scare her when she was younger. She placed the tray on the table and gestured to the taller lamp in the corner.
“Do you mind if I turn this on?” she asked.
“I might turn t’ dust,” he commented, his broad Yorkshire accent drawling through. “But go ahead.”
Maya smiled, glad to see his humour was intact. These were generally good days. He was still unable to walk much, his movements slow and shaky, but conversations with him were similar to conversations with pre-stroke Grandpa.
The extra light highlighted the stains on the cream carpet—evidence of dropped food or drinks, even the nose bleeds he suffered occasionally. The room needed a good dust, too. She made a mental note to clean this weekend.
“Do you mind if I sit with you for a bit?” she asked.
Grandpa’s mouth drew up at one side. “You usin’ me as an excuse not to study?”
She let out a laugh. “You got it.”
“Very well.”
She relaxed into the soft blue armchair beside him and handed him his non-spill cup and straw. “It’s hot. So wait a few minutes.”
“Bossy, just like ya grandma.” He smiled. “How’s football goin’? You started the season yet?”
“A couple of weeks. Can’t wait.” The university season was shorter than most owing to the smaller number of teams in the league, which meant a November start. The top two teams, without a doubt, were Millton and the Harriers, which was why those games always had so much weight to them every year. They were ultimately the championship deciders.
“Give ’em hell, kid.”
“You know it, Grandpa.”
The titles for Only Fools and Horses crossed the screen, and Maya smiled. For as long as she could remember, he’d watched this TV show, chatting about Del and Rodney like they were real friends of his. It had annoyed her when she was younger, but now their voices were like another part of the furniture—just as much as Grandpa’s bad DIY attempts were. It seemed Grandpa also wasn’t a fan of change. She supposed she couldn’t blame him, not when everything in his life had flipped overnight when he got sick.
The thought sobered her, and she sipped at her tea, burning her tongue.
A strangled noise came from Grandpa’s seat. Maya’s head snapped to him, catching him reaching forward for the remote.
“You want me to get it for you?” she asked.
He grunted, his arm shaking as he finally snatched the remote from the table. Maya waited as he slowly surfed through the menu, eventually landing on the recordings tab.
“Do you want a different episode?” she blew into her cup, trying to stay patient.
He continued down the screen, almost all the way to the bottom of the list, and settled on an old recording of Tracy Beaker, a show she used to watch as a kid.
He hit play, and the title screen lit up, playing the theme tune.
“Grandpa…I haven’t watched this since I was like ten.” The cartoon graphics danced across the screen, filling her with nostalgia.
He offered her the remote. “Do you want t’ watch somethin’ else?”
“I…no. Let’s give it a go, shall we? Maybe we can take it in turns to each pick something. How about that?”
Grandpa smiled a toothy grin. “Perfect.”
She cheersed his cup with hers, and they settled back to see what trouble Tracy was getting into at the Dumping Ground.
* * *
“Dinner is served,” Hannah belted from the kitchen, even though she was sitting by the island counter, less than a metre from Maya.
The steam floated up from the Pot Noodle cups, teasing a satisfying aroma of minimal flavour and maximum convenience—every student’s dream.
Maya inhaled deeply, the chicken and soy sauce teasing her nostrils and causing a rumble in her stomach. It was their first Pot Noodle Night of the term, and Maya had missed this flat so much since moving back home. The familiarity of it all soothed her. With Hannah’s loud, mess-making antics in the kitchen, and Maddie’s refusal to come out of her bedroom until they’d stopped singing, it felt like another version of home.
Hannah stirred her noodles with a fork, flipping her head back to yell “Maddie!” for the third time.
“You know she won’t come out until you turn Britney Spears off,” Maya said.
“Ugh. Fine.” The song cut out mid-verse and just the hissing from the kettle remained. “No more Britney, Maddie. I get it.”
In the corridor, a door clunked open, and Hannah and Maya shared an amused glance.
“Who doesn’t like Britney? I mean, come on,” Hannah mumbled under her breath.
Maddie appeared in the doorway, her pink fluffy dressing gown brightly contradicting the look of contempt on her face. It always made Maya smile to see Maddie in something that so obviously contrasted with her everyday style of grey and black and heavy eyeliner. Her brother had bought her the robe for Christmas one year, and she felt obliged to wear it—despite claiming pink was her least favourite colour. Maya thought she secretly liked it.
Maddie crossed her arms and leaned against the door jamb, casting a scowl in Hannah’s direction. Her black hair hung straight, touching her shoulders. “You know I checked out after her Circus album.”
“What’s wrong with “Work Bitch”?”
Maya groaned. “Please, not this conversation again.” Truthfully, she found it entertaining how much these two got on each other’s nerves, but tonight she wanted to catch up, not debate what greatest hits Britney would play if, on a random whim, she and her management team suddenly decided she must tour to Millton University. “Our delightful meal is getting cold.”
Maddie’s face broke into a small smile. “So, how’s things?”
“Better for seeing you in your favourite dressing gown,” Maya replied.
Her scowl returned. “It’s not my favourite, I—”
“Only wear it because it’s cheaper than putting the heating on. Yeah, yeah, we get it,” she teased.
“Well, those niceties lasted for all about two seconds,” Maddie grumbled.
Maya stood from the bar stool, arms open to envelop her in a hug.
“Maya…” Maddie whined but didn’t protest when she squeezed her tight. She patted her twice on the back. “Yes. Yes. Very nice. I’ve missed you too. Now, can we eat, please?”
The three of them squeezed onto the tatty red sofa, Maddie at one end, Hannah in the middle, and Maya lying with her legs draped over the two of them.
She scooped her noodles out, slapped them between two pieces of buttered bread, added a few splashes of Henderson’s Relish—her favourite table sauce—and squished it all together. She handed Maddie the bottle, and she did the same.
Now it was Hannah’s turn to scowl.
“You’re animals. After I’ve slaved away in the kitchen…for hours…you insult my cooking by insulting sandwiches everywhere.”
“Hey, we’ll have no hate on Hendo’s in this flat.”
Maddie snorted. “And all you did was boil the kettle, Han. Did you strain your finger switching it on?”
They cracked out laughing. God, I’ve missed these two.
Maya’s mind snagged on the other bedroom door, the one that used to be hers. They’d successfully avoided the conversation thus far, but she wanted to know if they’d found a new roommate. Perhaps someone from Hannah’s netball team—as long as it wasn’t Chloe. Or maybe somebody from Maddie’s art class. Maybe we could have a new member of the Pot Noodle Gang?
She wanted to immediately reject the idea. Where would a fourth person sit, after all? But the more reasonable side of her brain insisted that change wasn’t always so bad. She and Grandpa had enjoyed doing something different last night.
Plus, without change, she would never have met these two idiots.
“So…” she began, waiting until she’d finished her mouthful of sandwich before continuing. “Any news on the roommate situation?”
Hannah stirred her mug with her fork. “We did want to talk about that, actually. We filled it.”
“Oh, yeah?” She tried not to sound too heartbroken. She was expecting it. She couldn’t make her roommates leave the room open for her just in case she changed her mind. And she couldn’t change her mind, anyway. Her family needed her. “Who is it?”
Hannah glanced at Maddie. “Alex.”
Alex was Maddie’s boyfriend. The two had been inseparable ever since they started dating two years ago. Pot Noodle Night was one of the few nights they got Maddie to themselves.
Maya relaxed a little. “Ah, cool. But what about his roommates?”
“He spends most of his time here anyway, and it’s closer to campus, so he just thought it made sense. Plus, it helps us out, money-wise.”
The mention of money made Maya a little uncomfortable. It had been a concern of hers when considering moving back home. Her room was too much for Maddie and Hannah to cover between them if they couldn’t find someone to fill it. She’d offered to pay anyway, but they’d refused.
Alex was a much safer choice than Maddie’s ex, who’d insisted moving in wasn’t part of a plan to get her back—though the barrage of texts and the stream of flowers delivered to her door suggested differently. And Alex was a much better choice than Chloe.
Maya cringed at the memory of them in the bar. How she’d completely shut down and blown Chloe off when she’d seen Carly leave.
Hannah mistook her reaction and squeezed her knee. “We’re still the Pot Noodle Gang. No matter where we are. Right, Mads?”
Maddie nodded, giving her a small, awkward smile. This conversation must’ve been especially painful for her. She hated any topic that had the potential to result in tears.
And Maya could feel them pricking the back of her eyes.
Dammit. Crying is not a part of Pot Noodle Night.
She swallowed. “I’m glad you sorted it out and it’s working for you both.”
“Yep. Living with a couple is an excellent daily reminder of just how single I am.” Hannah toasted us with her fork. “Cheers to that.”
“Being single isn’t so bad,” Maya said, jostling her. “Don’t be so dramatic.”
They finished their food as Hannah went into great detail about how having no viable options in both men and women made being bisexual a curse rather than a positive.
“It means twice the amount of rejection,” she concluded, having swapped the noodle cup for a beer.
“I think you might be overreacting a tad,” Maddie said.
Hannah blew a raspberry. “Easy for you to say. You and Alex have been together for ages.”
“That doesn’t mean it’s been a walk in the park. We’ve had our challenges too, as you know.”
Hannah reached for Maddie’s hand. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m being insensitive.”
Maddie tapped it for a moment before sliding hers away. “It’s okay. I know you don’t mean anything by it, but nothing is ever linear, is it?”
Hannah’s gaze flicked to Maya’s. It wasn’t often Maddie opened up about things or volunteered much information. She usually liked to stay in the background of their conversations. It wasn’t unusual for her to disappear for periods of time in her room if she got overstimulated before joining them again later.
“Has Alex heard from his dad?” Maya asked carefully.
Maddie shook her head. “Not since he first started T.”
Three months into their relationship, Alex had expressed his need to transition. This had thrown Maddie temporarily into a bit of a loop as well. Did staying with Alex mean reassessing her sexual identity? Or would he be an exception to her preferences?
She’d come out of her bedroom a few hours later, simply stating, “I think I’m pansexual then.”
And that was that.
Some things were easier for some people. Others took a lot longer to process. Maya guessed she was the latter.
“I’m sorry he’s still not on speaking terms with his dad,” she said. “That must suck.”
“It does, yeah.” Maddie cast her a glance, and a small smile played at the corners of her mouth. “But what about you? How’s the love life?”
Brilliant diversion tactic. A classic Maddie. Well played. Well played.
“Have you spoken to Carly yet?” Hannah butted in, finishing the last of her beer.
Maya’s heart wilted.
“What’s happened?” Hannah asked. She never missed a thing.
Maya sighed. “Nothing really. I just saw her leaving the pub with Luke Ingle the other night.”
Hannah’s eyes widened. She’d mentioned a few times about what she’d do if she were caught alone in the locker room with him. She probably needed to get laid more than Maya did.
“I’m sorry, Maya. That must hurt.” She placed her empty beer bottle on the floor. Maya braced herself. “But—”
Here we go.
“—if you tell her how you feel, you could stop this masochistic routine you inflict on yourself. It’s been years.”
“I know.” She sighed again, picking at the sticker of her beer. “To be honest. I don’t know if I’d even want to be with her now.”
“What?!”
That caught their attention. They leaned forward, almost knocking the bottle from Maya’s hands.
“You don’t even want to be with her now?” Hannah’s eyebrows rose comically into her forehead, her Scottish accent thickening. “After god knows how many years of pining, did you suddenly wake up this morning and think, nah, she’s not for me, Hannah was right all along?”
Maya let out a laugh. “No, not quite.” When she didn’t elaborate, she felt their stares burn into her face. She shrugged. “I don’t know. I was with her the other night and…I don’t know.”
“And people say I’m bad with words,” Maddie murmured.
But how could Maya explain when she didn’t even know herself? Her feelings for Carly were a blur right now. She couldn’t grasp either end of the tangled strings in her chest to try and make sense of it. She didn’t expect them to understand if she couldn’t.
“I don’t really want to talk about it right now.” She finished the last of her beer, marking the finality of her statement. There was a beat where nobody said anything. Maddie fiddled with the cuff of her pink, fluffy sleeve.
“Any more news on Jamie?” Hannah asked.
The sudden switch sent a lightning bolt through Maya’s stomach. “Jamie? What do you mean?”
Hannah eyed her curiously. “She was annoying you, right? Has she been causing you any more trouble?”
The feel of Jamie’s touch ghosted across her skin, sending an unwanted shiver up her spine. Maya had tried to push any memory of that evening to the back of her mind. The kindness Jamie had shown her, and the wild disjointed way she’d danced. How she didn’t seem to care what Maya thought about her; she was just herself. Truthfully, Maya was a little envious. She wasn’t sure how to let go like that. She always had something on her mind.
Now thoughts of the cheeky blonde-haired striker were joining the mix, and she didn’t know what to do with the tingling in her stomach. Jamie had done something that didn’t happen very often to Maya—she’d surprised her.
“Who’s Jamie?” Maddie asked. “The cute blonde that always wears Nikes?”
“She is not cute,” Maya argued.
Both of them raised their eyebrows. She felt her face flush.
“Interesting,” Hannah commented. “You’re going red.”
“No, I’m not.”
“You are,” Maddie said. “Is Jamie the one who’s living with the Morley twins?”
Hannah nodded.
Wait. What? “Jamie’s living in one of the student apartments?”
“Yeah,” Hannah answered. “Why?”
If Jamie was living in one of the student houses, why did she keep offering her a lift home? It would be miles out of her way to do so. And it was so random to house with the Morleys when she had a car. Why not just stay at home? And why not mention where she was living?
“I, uh, just thought she was living opposite me. She’s always there…so it’s just a little confusing.”
“Sounds like you’re keeping tabs on her,” Hannah said.
Maya barked out a laugh. “Yeah. She wishes.”
They both studied her for a moment, their glances revealing something unspoken.
Then Hannah threw her hands up. “Just great!” She shoved Maya’s legs off her so she could make her way to the kitchen.
“What’s wrong?” Maya asked.
Hannah pulled her head out of the fridge, her red bun completely dishevelled and spraying hair around her face. “Soon I’m going to be the only single one. How depressing is that?”
“Who said anything about not being single?”
“Beer?”
“Sure, but—”
Hannah slammed the fridge shut, and the insides rattled. Whoever opened that next was bound to get squished by a falling jam jar or a bottle of tomato ketchup. “I just get a feeling.” She flipped the tops off and headed back over, handing a new bottle to each of them.
“Well, feelings aren’t always the best indicators of things. A load of rubbish sometimes.” Maya took a long pull, relishing the cool relief of the beer. “If Carly is anything to go by, I’d have been much happier without feelings getting in the way.”
She also hoped these new contradictory feelings about Jamie would dissipate sooner rather than later. She didn’t need anything else complicating her life. Especially not from someone like her.
Maddie clinked the neck of her beer as Hannah retook her seat. “Alright. That’s enough heart to heart for one night. What’re we watching?”
Hannah huffed something under her breath but passed her the TV remote.
“Anything but romance,” Hannah and Maya said at the same time. They caught each other’s eye and burst out laughing.
How I’ve missed Pot Noodle Night.
They cuddled up on the sofa, pulling an old white bobbled blanket over their legs as they browsed through the different options. Maya wanted to stay rooted in the moment, to laugh at Hannah’s one-liners and roll her eyes at Maddie’s cynical comments, but her mind kept drifting.
Wondering about what other cards Jamie Mellor kept close to her chest.
Wondering if she and Carly had any sort of future.
Or if these strange new feelings brewing in her belly were going to bring on another bout of trouble.



Chapter Eight
Maya
As captain of Millton University’s football team, Maya wholeheartedly supported team bonding. What she didn’t support was her teammates singing horrendous renditions of Beyoncé on karaoke at one in the morning.
It was the last weekend before the start of the competitive season, and with a bit of encouragement from some of the players—and a promise to keep things a secret from Coach Carmichael—they’d spent the evening soaking up the cheap pints at the Globe and then heading to Rosie’s, the only nightclub on campus.
The drinks were more expensive in the club, the lighting a lot darker, but its cheesy tropical décor made it hard not to have a good time. Even if trying to stay away from Jamie Mellor was proving difficult.
Leah and Aiysha screeched out the end of “If I Were A Boy” and the team erupted into applause, as if the pair hadn’t mumbled through half the verses before trying to shatter all the glassware behind the bar. Jamie leaped up to pluck Leah off the tiny stage by the DJ booth, and Maya felt herself frown. She hid it in her drink, finishing the last of her vodka.
No, she wasn’t bothered by seeing the two of them together. Not at all. She was simply being protective of Leah…Jamie was new and…
Maya couldn’t even finish the thought. Yes, through gritted teeth, she was jealous. The question of why she was jealous, though, was taking all of her energy not to answer. Almost as much energy as trying to avoid singing on the damn karaoke.
Aiysha stumbled towards her, shooting finger guns. Her long brown braids, which were usually pulled back in a ponytail, were loose and flowing over her shoulders. Seeing the team outside of football always took some getting used to. Some transformations could rival the TV show Stars in Their Eyes. Leah had gone from looking like a diehard gym fanatic to Margot Robbie in the Barbie movie.
By the looks of things, Aiysha had lost one of her dangly earrings—perhaps during one of Beyoncé’s head flips. “Skip! You’re next,” she said. “You have to. You’re our leader…Lead by example.”
Maya shook her head. Jamie’s nickname for her was fast catching on with the rest of the team. Annoyingly, she didn’t mind it. “Not a chance.”
Aiysha flicked her hair over her shoulders. “Maya,” she whined. “What’s your favourite song? We can sing it together.”
“I’m not nearly drunk enough for that.”
Some of the girls laughed at something behind her, piercing through the music.
Suddenly, Aiysha’s eyes lit up. “Right. Gotcha.” She threw her arms up. “Attention, everybody. It’s my round!”
The rest of the team cheered, and Aiysha steered some other teammates to the bar.
God help us all.
They’d been working tirelessly in training and deserved to let off some steam before pressures intensified. Honestly, Maya felt responsibility as captain to make sure they were all alright, too. Given her state the other weekend, she didn’t want the same to happen to any of them. The bits she did remember from that night weren’t flattering, so god knows what her brain had chosen to black out.
Probably for the best.
Limiting her drinking might also have had something to do with her raging libido and the proximity of a certain blonde, confusing striker. Maya couldn’t trust herself not to do something she’d regret.
Because she constantly found herself looking at Jamie.
And that made her furious.
The Jamie Mellor she knew wasn’t kind or thoughtful. She was cocky and taunting and arrogant. She knew how to press Maya’s buttons and wind her up, reminding her of every single mistake she’d made on the field, pinching her arms when the referee wasn’t watching, rubbing her losses in her face.
In her mind, Jamie was out for herself, self-assured—annoyingly so—and looking to fulfil her own agenda. So why had she shown her so much kindness?
And why did her heart-shaped mouth keep popping into Maya’s head?
It didn’t add up. Despite what Jamie’s dad had said, Jamie hadn’t done anything to suggest she was interested in being captain. She worked hard and got on well with the other girls. Maya’s mind struggled to compute how these two versions of her rival were the same. She’d managed to limit their interactions at training—Coach had kept Maya plenty busy—but in the dim light of the club, she found her mind wandering.
Why was she feeling this swirl of emotions in her presence?
Damned libido. Not her… Just, please, not her.
The sight of Jamie stepping up onto the stage, in tight black jeans that showed off the thickness of her thighs, made her gulp. Her hands tightened around her glass. She wanted to pinch herself. She needed a distraction, that was certain. But what or who? Anyone on the team was off-limits. As captain, a relationship with a teammate would make things unnecessarily complicated, and nobody needed that in their final year.
Her quest to hook up with someone had backfired the other weekend, but she had to try again. She couldn’t let these feelings be confused with anything else. It was just hormones; that was all.
Jamie laughed, mid-conversation with the man running the DJ booth. He handed her a microphone.
You’ve got to be kidding me.
Like she knew Maya was watching, Jamie’s eyes flicked to her. She winked—the cocky bastard actually winked at her—and instead of feeling disdain or annoyance at the gesture, something unexplainable nipped at her insides, twisting, and heat flushed between her legs.
Not good.
She blew out a breath and looked away, reaching for her glass. Finding it empty, she grumbled. She hadn’t realised how much she’d relied on hiding her feelings beneath alcohol, but now all she wanted to do was neck something strong and feel the burn down her throat.
She didn’t need to drink. She wasn’t about to break out into a sweat or start stealing from Grandma’s purse to buy spirits down at the corner shop. She always drank less during the season, anyway; Coach preferred it, and Maya was prepared to do anything to win the championship this year.
But drinking helped. It helped her hide her feelings. To numb, to forget, to just not think for a while.
It never lasted, of course, and sooner or later she had to face the truth again—but for those few hours of solace, it was nice. No worrying about Grandpa or the future. No getting stuck in the haunting inevitability of change, about university, or anything that came after. No stress about losing Carly, or never being good enough, or letting down the people she loved.
All that would just quieten for a moment.
But not here.
Her teammates roared as Jamie took her place on the stage between two giant plastic palm trees. She began to tap her foot as the opening notes began, her head swaying to the beat.
Then the music really kicked in, and a familiar synth riff boomed from the speakers. Maya recognised it. Another one of Mum’s favourites: “Take On Me”, by A-ha.
Eighties music. Of course.
Jamie jumped from side to side, stepping her feet in time to the beat. The rest of the team clapped and waved their hands in support, but all Maya could do was watch. Jamie played up to the song, portraying every cheesy band member compiled into one, blowing kisses at the crowd and pulling out exaggerated dance moves that got people cheering. When she hit the chorus, she stood still, her gaze finding Maya’s effortlessly again, as if she’d lured her in this whole time and now wanted to deal her killing blow.
“Ta-a-a-a-ke on m-e-e-e-e,” she sang, hard and low, her mouth breaking out into a huge smile. She took a few purposeful steps across the stage and then snared Maya again, singling her out with her finger. “Ta-a-a-a-ke me o-o-o-n.”
Maya’s heart jumped into her throat. She might be deluded, but it felt like Jamie was singing to her. Or is this a mind game designed to mess with my head? If it was, none of the team noticed. They sang along with Jamie, requesting high fives or videoing on their phones. Leah stood front and centre, waving her arms and cheering her on. Of course.
Finally, Aiysha came back with the drinks, earning a quick reprieve from Jamie’s eye contact. She handed Maya a vodka lemonade, and she took it willingly. One more drink would be just enough to take the edge off.
But she still wasn’t getting on that damn karaoke.
She leaned against the edge of the table, allowing herself a small sip. A strip of neon pink lights lit up the stage, casting a glow on Jamie as she fanned out her navy button-up as part of her routine.
Maya wanted to roll her eyes, but really, a part of her was impressed Jamie could embody all the power of a frontwoman while not having the ability to sing or dance like one. Maya didn’t possess the same quality. Jamie didn’t care about what people thought of her. She was just having fun. Truthfully, she admired that.
Jamie didn’t even need the screen for the words, for crying out loud. They fell off her tongue easily, so she could focus her energy on her disjointed dance moves and amusing the crowd.
Jamie’s eyes met hers again as she dove into the agonisingly high note at the end of the chorus, and the team erupted in applause. Maya joined in too, and Jamie took an exaggerated bow before returning the microphone and hopping off the stage. Leah and Aiysha greeted her immediately, while a few midfielders from the team, Harriet and Noodle, approached the booth to make their own requests.
To the casual eye, Maya was a part of the group. But in her own mind, she was an observer, just watching them for a little while. She smiled when they smiled, and laughed when they laughed, but she was just a balloon hovering near the pink lights, just a sneeze from floating away.
She finished her drink, feeling a little more at ease. After two tall guys from a nearby table had finished a painful rendition of “Summer Nights”, she got up and headed to the bathroom.
Away from the noise, she snaked along the purple corridors, her eyes drifting over the funky parrot wallpaper. Rosie’s random tropical elements were Maya’s favourite, especially the robot parrot that greeted her as she entered the bathroom.
“Ahoy, matey!” its mechanical voice sounded.
The parrot was a bit worse for wear now, its yellow feathers matted and bald in places, with one black eye missing. Maya would probably claw her eye out too if she’d witnessed the things no doubt poor Jerome had. Despite his struggles, he still flapped his wings in greeting, albeit strained and slow.
After a quick wee, she washed her hands, looking at herself in the mirror. Her cheeks were a little flushed, but her green paisley shirt still looked good. With a football team full of drunk people, no spills or stains was a definite success.
“Ahoy, matey!”
Maya looked up as the door swung open, and piercing blue eyes locked with hers.
“Skip,” Jamie said, giving a head bob before heading into one of the cubicles.
Irked she didn’t have a nickname for her, Maya just mumbled a hello. Why did it have to be her?
“Shiver me timbers!”
Jamie burst out laughing, the sound a little muffled from behind the pink door. “I didn’t realise you had a pirate kink, Skip.”
Maya shook her head, pulling a few blue paper towels out from the holder to dry her hands. “It’s not me. It’s Jerome.”
“Is that your alter ego? Unexpected, but each to their own.”
She balled up the wet towels and threw them into the bin. “It’s not—”
“Let’s plunder the booty!”
Jamie opened the door, both eyebrows raised up her forehead. A smirk teased at her mouth. “Let’s plunder the what now?”
Maya laughed, taking a step backwards as Jamie came closer to wash her hands. “It’s the parrot. Jerome.” She gestured to the mechanical bird who seemed to have jammed his wing. She pushed it back into place, and his head spun sideways.
“Save a ship. Ride a pirate!”
“I can’t say I’ve ever heard that one before.” Jamie chuckled as she took some paper towels and quickly dried her hands.
“He’s quite vocal today. They must’ve given him new batteries.”
“Mm-hmm.” Jamie’s amusement was written all over her face. She rested back against the sink, letting her gaze slowly drift over Maya.
When she didn’t say anything, Maya snapped, “What?”
Jamie’s mouth ticked upwards. “When are you singing on the karaoke, then?”
“I’m not.”
“How come?”
“I just don’t find it fun.”
Jamie nodded, but it seemed like she wanted to say something more.
“I’m not like you,” Maya added.
“Oh, yeah? And what’s that?” She took a step towards her, and Maya had to muster the courage to stand her ground. Something about Jamie was throwing her off, and she didn’t feel in control of her own body. She breathed in her cedar scent, which reminded her of the night in the rain. Her heart thumped hard in her chest. She took a second, trying to steady herself.
“A show off,” she said.
Jamie cracked out laughing, brushing a hand through her short hair. Up close, Maya could tell she’d styled it differently tonight. The sides were freshly shaved, and the curls had added texture, making them appear more sculpted and voluminous than usual. A part of her wanted to reach out and tousle them; the other part wanted to cut off her hands.
“I’m just having a good time, Skip. Isn’t that what team bonding is for?” Jamie wet her lips and pressed them together. “Or is there something else?”
“Your choice of song.”
Her mouth quirked. “What about it?”
“‘Take on Me’?”
Jamie eyed her, something sparkling in her blues. “What about it?” she repeated.
They were standing too close. Maya didn’t know where the distance had gone, but they were so close she could make out the slight freckles across Jamie’s nose. Her aftershave must’ve blocked her rational thought-canal because she couldn’t take her eyes off the heart shape of her pink mouth. Had her lips always looked so soft and full?
She was so frustrating. How had she gotten under her skin? Her? Really?
“Prepare to be boarded!”
Jerome’s voice knocked Maya from her trance, and she backed away. What the hell am I doing?
“We should go,” she said to the floor. Not waiting for a response, or another moment of madness to descend on her, Maya left.
Jamie followed. “Maya, wait.”
Her words didn’t reach her. She marched down the purple corridor, the sound of a badly sung Shania Twain song waiting at the end. She needed to put distance between them. Playing into Jamie’s hands was only going to backfire on her. She couldn’t trust her. She couldn’t trust herself.
She didn’t know what to think.
“I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at me all night.”
Maya stopped dead in her tracks. Jamie rounded her, blocking off her escape down the hallway. Her face was half doused in shadow, the other half illuminated by the pink light overhead.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Maya said, already feeling breathless from their closeness in the bathroom. “And your cocksure attitude is really starting to grate on me.”
“Starting to? That’s an improvement. I thought we were past that stage.”
Maya sighed, taking a step back. “You’re right. I find you severely annoying. And confusing.” The comment Hannah had made about Jamie flew into her brain. “And why have you been lying to me?”
Jamie’s brows furrowed. For a moment, panic swept across her features. “What have I lied about?” she asked, her voice low and soft.
Maya’s voice was full of bite. Leaning into the anger and frustration was easier than having to explore her other feelings. “That you don’t live on my street. You live on campus. With the Morley twins.”
“Why do you care?” she asked, the hint of a smile playing on her lips. She took another step closer.
That just angered Maya more. Why is she always smiling? “Why would you offer to go out of your way to drive me? It’s weird. Are you obsessed with me or someth—”
Jamie swallowed the rest of Maya’s sentence with her mouth. Her hands gripped her waist, pushing her up against the wall before she had a chance to register anything other than her warm lips against hers.
Fierce and soft, all at once.
Her fingers traced the outline of Maya’s jaw, kissing her deeper, sending fire through her whole bloodstream. Lost in the sensation, it took Maya far too long to realise.
She was kissing her back.
Her brain finally regained control, and she pushed Jamie off her. But before she could call her out, Jamie placed a finger to her lips. Another strong tug of pleasure filled Maya’s belly as her back hit the wall.
“I offered to drive you because you needed a lift. You’re so averse to asking for help, Maya. So stubborn you’d rather freeze to death than admit you need something. I never lied to you either. We just never spoke about it. I knew you’d refuse if you knew it was out of my way—”
Maya tried to speak, but Jamie cut her off.
“But you needed it.” She looked deeper into Maya’s eyes, and Maya was surprised to find so much softness in her gaze. “And importantly, I…I wanted to.”
Maya’s brain worked double-time, trying to process what she’d said, but snagged on the sensation of wetness between her legs. She hummed everywhere from Jamie’s touch; it was hard to think about anything else.
Fucking damned libido.
Seeming to realise her finger was still pressed against Maya’s lips, Jamie lowered it slowly, her attention focused on her mouth.
Maya didn’t know what to say. It was normally her calling the shots. All she could do was stare back at her, her heart running away in her ribcage.
She wanted to be annoyed at Jamie for jumping on her in the hallway, for kissing her mid-sentence, but the feeling wouldn’t muster.
“I still find you severely annoying,” she said anyway, even if a little breathless.
Jamie chuckled low in her throat, shaking her head. “Alright, Skip.” Her mouth pulled up at the corners. “We should probably get back. Before I left, I heard Aiysha put you down to sing a Madonna song with her.”
Maya groaned. At least if Aiysha was up there with her, it wouldn’t be so bad. She could sing most of it. “As long as it’s not one of those eighties ones,” she said, more to annoy Jamie than anything else.
“Why are you fighting it so hard? Just admit you like it, and lean into it.” Jamie grinned, then without another word, she turned, leading her way back to the team, her words lingering in the air between them. Was she talking about the music or something else?
Lean into it?
Easier said than done.



Chapter Nine
Jamie
Jamie hadn’t seen Maya since Friday night. Not in the cafeteria, nor around campus, nor about the town. Her sudden disappearance didn’t really surprise her, though. From what she’d gathered about her captain so far, it seemed she’d do anything to avoid addressing what was going on between them.
Kissing her hadn’t been part of Jamie’s plan, but she couldn’t deny she found Maya attractive—she was a human with functioning eyesight, after all—and Jamie was curious.
Getting the inside scoop and being able to see her perform from this end of the field was impressive in a whole other manner. Jamie had only known Maya’s grumpy, serious side, but when she’d caught glimpses of her with her guard down, her real smile lit something in the pit of Jamie’s stomach that made her feel like a teenager again.
No, Jamie shouldn’t be focusing on the fuzzy feelings in her chest, but after the shitshow last season, she deserved a bit of excitement, and Maya supplied that in buckets.
Maya was also possibly the most stubborn person Jamie had ever met, which was really saying something after playing with some of the Harriers.
But even with her stubbornness, she surely couldn’t deny the fact that she’d kissed her back. The memory of her warm mouth brushing across Jamie’s lips rolled her stomach. She replayed it again and again. The tantalising smell of her perfume, the taste of her tongue, the way Maya’s eyes dipped.
She didn’t know the best way to get Maya to listen to her, but finding the woman seemed like a good start. Luckily, today, she knew exactly where she’d be.
It was the first game of the season, so as soon as her lecture finished, Jamie headed straight to the sports building, distant cheers from the practice fields echoing in the air. She pushed through the door into the home changing rooms, greeted immediately by the unique aroma of liniment, deodorant, and old socks.
Maya stood with her back to her, long brown hair tied back in a ponytail. She glanced over her shoulder, and when they locked eyes, Jamie’s heart pinched. She swallowed, finding her words lost somewhere in Maya’s fiery stare and clenched jaw.
“Have you been avoiding me?” she finally asked.
Smooth, Jamie. Smooth.
Maya sighed, waiting a few seconds before turning around. Her gaze roamed over Jamie’s black Millton University tracksuit, and Jamie wondered what she saw. Her stoic face and squashed mouth made her very hard to read. She’d make a killer at poker.
Maya bent down to fish a blue shirt out of the bag by her feet and slotted it over a hanger. “I don’t think we should have this conversation now,” she said.
At least she acknowledged that there was something to talk about.
“So, you have been avoiding me.” Jamie watched as she unpacked the contents of her kit bag. Shin pads. Her white Adidas football boots that she’d worn all three seasons Jamie played against her.
“I’ve just been busy. It’s not purposeful.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Where you are or aren’t is of no concern to me.”
That statement hit Jamie square in the face. “Why are you being like this?” She took a step towards Maya, begging her to stop pretending to do things. “Look at me.”
Maya shook her head defiantly, but then her dark eyes flicked to hers.
Jamie inhaled. That feeling swept around her once more as Maya’s eyes moved across her face and rested on her mouth. She wanted to kiss her again but wasn’t convinced she wouldn’t receive a fist to the face. That wouldn’t be the best way to start the season.
But she knew how soft Maya’s lips were, how hungry and passionate she was if she would only let herself go. She knew how it sounded when a moan rumbled in her throat, and she wanted to be the reason for it again.
The memory started a pulse between her legs.
But something flashed across Maya’s features, and her wall flew back up, her face hardening. “What is it?” she snapped.
Jamie held her palms up. “Look, I knew you might be a bit frosty after what happened the other night, but I didn’t think you’d be like this.”
Maya squashed her mouth into a line. “That was a mistake.”
“You kissed me back.” Jamie took another step closer, pinning her with her eyes in a challenge to deny it.
“It doesn’t matter.” She swallowed, and Jamie followed the movement. “Not when it can jeopardise the team.”
Her eyebrows pinched together. “The team?”
“Don’t act stupid. Whatever it is you and Leah have going on. I don’t want to get involved. I’m not being a pawn in one of your games, and it’s not fair—”
Leah? What is she talking about?
The muffled sound of voices drifted down the hallway, and they both turned their heads to the door.
“Maya, please. I want to talk about this—”
“Not right now. We can’t let the team down—I won’t.” She grabbed the water-bottle carrier from the floor. “It might not mean anything to you, but it does to me, and it does to these players. So, please, just leave it.”
And with that, she walked out the door.
* * *
As a striker, it was Jamie’s job to put the ball in the back of the net. Cravenview had a handful of quick players and liked to keep possession. If Millton were going to beat them, they had to take advantage of the ball on the break. Coach had drilled it into them at training—it was crucial to get the win and a good start in the league.
And Jamie had a point to prove.
The conversation with Maya before the game hadn’t helped her pre-game nerves, but she couldn’t use that excuse for the rest of the team. None of them were playing particularly well. The November sun was surprisingly bright overhead, which could explain a couple of the bad passes and off-shots, but it wasn’t an excuse for their sluggishness. They’d barely had any possession.
The thud of the ball echoed across the field as the opposition passed between themselves, mixed with encouraging shouts from the sidelines, but without any service, all Jamie could do was jog up and down the line, trying to free up space. They needed to be better.
After a bollocking from Coach, and a slight change of formation, Millton started the second half on the front foot. Jamie hit the post from a corner, and then Noodle, one of the midfielders with beautiful blonde ringlets, hit the crossbar. Coach’s decision to go three at the back seemed to be paying off. They were so close to getting a goal…until Cravenview’s speedy midfielder picked up a loose ball in the centre of the field. Despite Maya shouting for their midfield players to get back—and Coach screaming the same—they were caught out, leaving Maya and the two others at the back unguarded and open for attack.
All Jamie could do was watch Cravenview’s tall and nimble striker as she sprinted towards Maya, anticipating the long ball from her midfielder over the top of the defence. Maya wasn’t big for a centre-back, but she had speed—Jamie remembered their contests well. The ball left their midfielder’s foot, soaring through the air in a perfect trajectory. The Cravenview striker controlled it at her feet, but before she could look up or even think about trying to pass her, Maya put in a strong tackle, winning the ball and driving forward.
This is my chance.
Jamie called for the ball, jockeyed left to lose her marker, then sprinted forward. Maya slotted the ball through the gap in the Cravenview defenders, and Jamie collected it with ease, shifting onto her left foot to smash the ball into the bottom corner. Yes!
Nothing beat the feeling of the ball rippling the back of the net.
She spun, searching for Maya’s eyes. She caught them for a second, her face breaking into a huge grin before her teammates jumped on her. She soaked in their excitement.
Moments like this reminded her why she loved football so much. Taking in the cheers from the supporters on the touchline and the celebrations of her team rejuvenated her. If it feels this good now, imagine in a big stadium.
That was her goal; she needed to remember that. Whatever was going on with her and Maya had to come second. Jamie needed to be careful. She didn’t want to feed any rumours from last season—she was nothing like her dad.
“Thomas!” Coach waved her long arms about frantically, trying to get Maya’s attention. “Keep them bloody going!”
They quickly scored another. Aiysha’s cross met Noodle’s head, and the ball soared into the top left. The second goal riled Cravenview up, and their tackles were coming in late and more frequently.
Harriet sent an arching pass from the left wing to the right, a long ball for Leah to chase on to. She played the ball to Jamie, but before Jamie could turn, a Cravenview defender swiped her legs out from under her.
Fuck! She landed on the floor, and pain throbbed in her ankle, pulsing up her calf. She grabbed it, rolling on the grass and cursing under her breath.
“Ref, that’s the second time in the last ten minutes.” Someone crouched next to her, and she opened her eyes to find Maya assessing the damage. She must have sprinted the whole way up the pitch. “Are you okay?” she asked.
Jamie gritted her teeth and rolled onto her side. “My ankle.”
Maya put her hands over hers, brushing off a big clump of dirt. Jamie’s whole body reacted.
“Let me have a look.”
She let Maya move her hand out of the way.
“Did you roll it?” Maya asked. “Or was it the impact? Did you hear a crunch at all?”
“I think it’ll be fine. Just a bad bruise.” Their eyes met, and Jamie let out a breath. “I thought you didn’t care, anyway.”
Maya’s hands stilled on her ankle. “I didn’t say that.”
“So, you do?”
Her eyes flicked away. “Like a captain does, yeah.”
Jamie inhaled, faking a wince. “Ooh, now that stings more than my ankle.”
They both let out a small laugh as Coach came over with the team’s physio, the red first-aid bag in her hand. Coach puffed out her cheeks, out of breath from the run.
“Is it bad, Mellor?” she asked.
Maya helped Jamie sit up as the physio checked her over.
She flexed her ankle, feeling a little sore but nothing severe. “I’ll survive, Coach.”
“Thomas? What do you think?” Coach asked.
“Take her off and see how she feels,” Maya said. “I wouldn’t take any chances.”
What? “No, I’ll be fine.”
Coach eyed the physio. “Anna. Thoughts?”
“It’ll be a nasty bruise, but nothing to be concerned about.”
Coach glanced at Maya and then Jamie. “It’s the first game of the season, Mellor. No risks.”
Despite Jamie’s protests, Coach subbed her off the field. Maya was going to get an earful about that later.
After a few more intense minutes, and a Cravenview free kick that sailed over the bar, the referee blew his whistle, and a sigh of relief echoed across the grass. Even though Jamie hated being subbed off, the first win in the bag felt freaking amazing.
While the teams shook hands, she took a big swig from one of the water bottles by the touchline. They’d warmed a little under the sun, leaving a strange taste in her mouth. She collected high-fives as the rest of the Millton players strolled over, unable to shake the smile from her face. Any apprehension she’d had over joining the team had already dissipated. They weren’t like the Harriers. She just had to figure out the captain now. Then it would be plain sailing to win the championship. I can do that.
She found her packing the balls into the bag and strolled over. “I said I was fine. Why did you tell Coach to sub me off?”
Maya didn’t look up. “It wasn’t worth the risk.”
The rest of the team were making their way inside, their conversations buzzing with the win.
Jamie picked up the last ball and dropped it in the bag, zipping it up. She forced herself to look at Maya, her pulse quickening, despite her better judgement. “Are you still talking about the game?”
Maya lifted the bag up onto her shoulder and nodded at the empty water bottles. “Can you carry those?”
“Yeah. My ankle is fine.” They followed the rest of the team to the changing rooms, walking in silence for a bit until Jamie cleared her throat. “Can we just have fifteen minutes where we talk, and you don’t bite my head off?”
They walked for a bit more, until Maya sighed. “Fine. Where do you want to go?”
The first win of the season must have softened her. Jamie would take whatever she could get.
“You need a lift home?” she asked.
Maya glanced at her as they stepped inside the corridor to the changing rooms, and victory music to the sound of Dua Lipa started pumping from the home end. “Okay, fine. But fifteen minutes is all you get.”
Jamie smiled. “Deal.”



Chapter Ten
Maya
After showering—at opposite ends of the cubicles, while Maya rolled her eyes through the group rendition of “Reach For The Stars” by S-Club 7—she and Jamie were the last people left in the changing rooms.
To say Maya was nervous was an understatement. She hadn’t expected to have this conversation today.
Hadn’t wanted to, at least.
You’re a coward, Maya.
Jamie was right, she’d been avoiding her, and it had worked great until now. Maya had actually managed to study for her January exams, and then, when her eyes were sore, she’d run until her body was.
Anything to stop her from thinking about that kiss.
Except all she’d done was think about it. And now she needed to sort this out. It was part of her responsibilities as captain. Lead by example. Always be encouraging. Don’t get involved in messy love triangles that could affect the team’s ability to play football.
It hadn’t dawned on Maya until she’d stepped back into the main room at Rosie’s, and Leah had welcomed Jamie back to the group with a warm hug, that she’d severely fucked up with that last one.
What the hell had she been thinking? What the hell was Jamie playing at? And why, oh why, was the feel of her mouth on hers still playing on a loop in her mind?
Curse this woman. Curse her to the ends of the earth.
Jamie had no right to be playing the guilt-trip card. Not when she was stringing Leah along, too. The last thing Maya wanted to do was get involved with one of her silly games.
Maybe that’s the reason she left the Harriers in the first place. For sleeping around and causing too many team dramas. Someone like Jamie probably thrived off the attention.
That might be a bit harsh. Maya didn’t really know her. But she could still make her sweep.
Jamie bent over, grunting as she reached for a Starburst wrapper with a broom. It wasn’t a sight Maya had expected to see today, but surprisingly, it did make her feel better. Jamie had offered to help so many times that, in the end, Maya just gave her the brush to do it herself while she checked the Millton City women’s score on her phone.
She just needed to stop thinking about Jamie’s hands gripping her face, and her tongue sliding in her mouth.
Or the other reaction it flared up, low and dangerous in her stomach.
Had seducing Maya been part of her plan all along? God dammit.
She cleared her throat, hoping Jamie wouldn’t see her blush. “Uh, ready to go?”
They walked side-by-side down the squeaky hall.
Be cool and casual. Have a clear head, nip this in the bud, then get back home to help Grandma.
“I just gotta drop the kit bag by the washer, and then we can go,” Maya said.
“I didn’t know they had washing-machines here.” Jamie held the door for her, and Maya gave her a tight smile as she hurried through.
“Yeah. It’s for all the sports teams’ kits. Get ready for the smell. It stinks in there.” Maya dropped the kit bag off her shoulder and unlocked the door to the washer room with a code. In a quick movement, she opened the door, flung in the dirty kit bag, and slammed it shut.
The scent of smelly socks and cheese made its way into the hallway.
Jamie scrunched up her nose. “Jesus Christ.”
“Wednesdays are always the worst. Game day for everyone, isn’t it? And the basketball team’s kit is the worst for some reason. Smells like they went fishing in a pond full of dead fish.”
The sight of Luke Ingle leading Carly out of the Globe flashed behind her eyelids. She hadn’t heard from Carly since.
“It really gets right into the brain.” Jamie laughed, curling her lips and backing down the corridor. “Shall we get outta here?”
Maya blinked away the images. “Sure.”
They headed out of the building and into the crisp November air. There were a few students milling about campus, but instead of people lounging on the green, there were blackbirds strolling about, pecking at leftover bits of sandwiches. Golden light dappled the leaves, playing hide and seek with the shadows.
“Do you have to do that every week?” Jamie asked, shoving her hands into her tracksuit pockets.
Maya tried not to look at her. Jamie’s freshly washed, damp hair was oddly cute. “What? Clean up and stuff? Yeah. Captain’s perks.”
“The Harriers do it on a rota.”
She raised her eyebrows, surprised by the mention of her old team. Jamie had been very selective about what information she gave out. “Well, we’re not like the Harriers.”
“I’m just saying, it seems a bit unfair that you have to do it every time.”
“I don’t mind,” she answered honestly. She liked being busy; it made her feel like she was being useful. It did have its perks too, including a set of keys for the locker rooms, gyms, and store cupboards, but on days like today, it also meant more time on her hands to overthink everything.
“What about Coach?” Jamie asked.
They crossed the street, avoiding a cyclist carrying his shopping bags on the handlebars, and dipped into the snicket leading to the accommodation. This route was second nature. A wave of nostalgia washed over Maya when she realised she wasn’t going home to Hannah and Maddie. She missed them.
Hopefully Pot Noodle Night would be on the cards tomorrow.
“Coach has to get back to pick up her kids. She already does so much for the team and—why…why am I explaining myself to you?” Maya let out a sharp laugh. “You’re the one that should be explaining.”
“That’s easy,” Jamie said, her trainers clunking on the cobbles underfoot. She shot Maya a sideways glance and even had the audacity to look smug. “Nothing is going on between me and Leah.”
“Pah. You expect me to believe that?”
“Well…yeah. I’m telling you the truth.”
Maya shook her head, walking a little faster. Did Jamie think that she was that gullible? She’d seen the way she and Leah acted when they were together. She wasn’t stupid.
“What?” Jamie huffed, jogging to catch up with her. “Nothing’s going on.”
“Does Leah know that too?”
“Yeah, of course. We’re just friends.”
“Oh, that old chestnut.”
“She’s one of the first people that was nice to me here. It’s not as if you were so warm and welcoming, captain.”
The sarcasm irked Maya. “Yes, I’m sure Leah’s bed is very warm and hospitable.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Jamie snapped. “Are you always this fast to jump to conclusions? What exactly is your problem?”
Maya stopped dead in her tracks and turned to face her. “What?”
Jamie’s brows were knitted together, her hands still firmly in her pockets. Her blue eyes pinned Maya with a fiery rage. “You really are the most stubborn person I’ve ever met. You say that I’m annoying? You’re annoying! All you had to do was speak to me…to ask, but you’ve got this idea in your head about me. That I’m the bad guy. That’s all you want me to be. And no matter what, you’re unwilling to change it.”
Maya didn’t know what to say. Mostly because Jamie was right. But she could hardly tell her everything she was feeling. That would be too embarrassing, especially after the way she’d behaved.
“Can you blame me?” she said instead.
Jamie shook her head. “Because we’re both competitive, and I enjoy winding you up on the pitch, that automatically means I’m a lying womaniser? It’s football, Maya. There’s so much more to me than that. I can’t stand people putting words in my mouth.”
“Jamie, I—”
“I don’t want to hear it. What’s the point when you’ve already made up your mind?”
Silence hung in the air until a crisp packet blew out of a nearby bin and rustled across the path.
Maya felt like an ice-cold bucket of water had been thrown in her face.
Jamie sighed, bending down to pick up the litter. Then she started walking again.
Maya looked after her, unsure whether to follow. Fuck it.
They continued down the cobbled stones, albeit with an awkward distance between them, as the giant oak trees above creaked their branches in the wind. The large stone building waited at the end of the walkway, the Millton University logo standing front and centre. Jamie led the way through the gated entrance and out around the back into a car park. Her blue VW Golf waited proudly in the middle.
Surely Jamie isn’t still gonna give me a lift home, is she? Like this? Maya’s brain had gone blank. She didn’t know what to say. Was she the arsehole here?
“I…uh…” She scratched the back of her neck, watching as Jamie rummaged in her backpack. “I…think I should go.”
Jamie looked up at her, her expression halting her in place. “You’re just going to leave?”
Maya was surprised by the softness in Jamie’s voice. It didn’t match the fire in her eyes. She didn’t know what to do or say to make it better. This wasn’t how she’d expected their conversation to go.
Jamie scoffed, glancing away at the concrete. “I don’t know why I bother. Just forget it, Maya.” She lifted her backpack onto her shoulder and marched into the building.
Maya flinched. She’d deserved that. She was the arsehole. Here Jamie was, staying late to help her pack up after the game, offering her a lift, showing her kindness…and she was being a jerk. She had reservations about her, that was true, but Jamie had done nothing to deserve the way she’d treated her.
Jamie was annoying, but there was something about her that’d got under Maya’s skin. She didn’t react well to it; it threw her off balance. Feelings often did—look at what a car crash she and Carly had been.
Also, probably her fault.
With a sigh, she followed Jamie into the building, taking a left at the post-boxes instead of a right to her old place. She needed to offer an olive branch. Or at least not be such a miserable bitch all the time.
Jamie continued down the scratchy red industrial carpet, not bothering to see if Maya was following her. After two rights and a left, and passing a very questionable stain on the flooring, she stopped in front of a door, fiddling with her keys. She glanced at Maya, perhaps a little surprised that she’d tailed her, then with a huff and a shove, opened the door.
Maya lunged forward to catch it, so it didn’t hit her in the face. She didn’t know what to expect as she walked into Jamie’s apartment, but a huge cardboard chess set wasn’t one of them. The chunky black sofas were pushed to the sides of the room, allowing space for…whatever that was. She tore her eyes from a slightly broken queen piece, where a ratty blonde wig seemed to be defying gravity completely as it hung off the limp cardboard. The game squares had been coloured in lazily with a black marker pen and each cardboard piece given a lopsided facial expression.
Jamie waved her hand. “Ignore that.”
“Is this…the Morley twins?” Maya had heard some strange things: about how they each carried voodoo dolls to curse anyone who looked the wrong way at them, and something about making a potato levitate. She’d not heard anything about giant puzzle games. It was a little anticlimactic.
“Yeah. They’re really into human chess,” Jamie said, by a means of explanation, then disappeared into what Maya assumed was her bedroom.
Maya’s curiosity got the better of her, and she followed her in. Other than the faint scent of her perfume, and some hair-styling product on the dresser, this could have been anybody’s room. There were no pictures or keepsakes tacked on the walls, like Hannah and Maddie’s. No childhood teddies on her bed or clothes out of place—just a stack of books on the dresser. The only item quintessentially Jamie was the open bag of Starbursts on her bedside table. The rest looked unlived in. Or was this what a tidy room looked like?
Knowing what she did about Jamie, Maya hadn’t expected her room to be so…bare. It was the opposite of her. She was light and loud and fun, and this was…poky and dark and…sad.
Why would Jamie choose this over living with her parents?
“Why are you here, Maya?” Jamie asked, picking up a bag and emptying her laundry bin inside it. “What do you want?”
Heat pricked the back of Maya’s neck. Truthfully, she wasn’t sure—but she could hardly say that. All she knew was that when Jamie was walking away from her, the only thing she could do was follow.
She sighed. “Well, we agreed to talk. Fifteen minutes.”
“I’m truly honoured that you spare so much of your time for me, Your Majesty.”
Jesus. This was going terribly.
Maya looked down at the carpet; she knew she needed to do better than that. “Jamie. I’m…I’m sorry. I just…I don’t really know how to feel about any of this.”
That declaration stilled Jamie, and she glanced up at her, a bundle of dirty socks in her hand. An uneasy silence filled the space. Maya scrambled for something else to say. Anything to distract from the nonsensical feelings swirling in her head.
“I…uh, used to live down here.”
What did you say that for?
“Did you?”
Maya scratched the back of her neck. She didn’t mean to keep the conversation on her, but she couldn’t bear the silence. “Yeah. My friends still live there.”
“Why don’t you?”
She swallowed and met Jamie’s gaze. “My, uh, grandpa had a stroke. He’s pretty sick. I moved back home to help out and take care of him.”
For god’s sake, why couldn’t she just shut up?
There was a beat where Jamie shuffled a little awkwardly, but her eyes softened. “That’s really nice of you,” she said. “I bet that’s tough, though. You wanna talk about it?”
Maya shook her head. “Nah, I’m good.” She couldn’t stop her mouth from asking, “Why don’t you live at home?”
“It’s complicated.” Jamie shuffled the clothes around in her bag, evening it out, then tied the top.
Her secrecy surrounding her university move raised alarm bells. What could have happened to make her ditch her last year at the Harriers? Maya felt guilty at assuming she’d slept with her old teammates. Was her reluctance to open up just her way of giving Maya a taste of her own medicine?
Her eyes landed on a notebook on Jamie’s bedside table, with what looked like scribbles inside. Is that a diary?
Suddenly, she was very aware that she was in Jamie’s bedroom. The air stilled, and Jamie’s cedar scent occupied her senses. Had Jamie ever brought anybody back here? Leah? Did she mean what she said about her?
“So, there’s nothing going on between you and Leah?” She cursed herself for voicing that out loud, but she couldn’t help it. Way to be cool and casual, Maya.
Jamie blinked. Then the corners of her mouth quirked. “So, you do like me.” She took a small step forward, that arrogant look back with a vengeance. “I thought I might have got it wrong, but…” She let her gaze dip over Maya, and involuntary tingles spread through her stomach.
“But what?” she asked.
“You’re jealous.”
“I’m not.”
“Then why did you ask about Leah again?”
“Just to…check.”
“Check what?” Jamie’s stupid mouth morphed into a smirk.
Maya hated how much she liked her mouth. How good it felt pressed against hers.
“Nothing.” Maya gritted her teeth, her jaw clenching. “You are so annoying.”
Jamie took another step towards her. “Then why do you want to kiss me?”
Maya’s breath caught in her throat, and she wet her lips. She wanted to deny it, but her eyes dipped, finding the curve of Jamie’s mouth again.
“I think it turns you on.” Jamie’s hand found her waist, sparking a fire there. When Maya didn’t move, she tightened her grip, and Maya felt it everywhere. “You say I’m annoying…and cocksure, and arrogant. Yet, every time I touch you, something changes. I see it. I feel it.” Her fingers dug into her hip, and Maya sucked in a sharp breath, heat flushing her face. “Maybe all this time, this…vendetta you’ve had against me…is just because you want to fuck me.”
Jesus Christ. Maya almost swallowed her tongue. She didn’t want her to be right, but her body was betraying her, and as soon as she didn’t slap Jamie’s hand away, Jamie knew it. The smirk tugging at her mouth said it all. Maya wanted to knock it off her face. To shut her up, to pull at her, to have her at her mercy, to make her beg her for—
Oh god. I do want to fuck her.
The realisation made her legs weak. Or maybe it was the intense gaze Jamie was pinning her with, the way those piercing eyes undressed her without words.
Both Jamie’s hands were gripping Maya’s waist now. Strong. Possessive. “Is this what you like, Maya?” Her stare darkened, holding her in place. “I can play the bad guy if that’s what you want.”
In a quick movement, Jamie pushed her up against the wall with a thud.
Maya gasped, her pulse thundering as Jamie pressed her weight into her. Her fist curled around the collar of Maya’s Millton University T-shirt, and she pushed her harder into the wall, their faces so close Maya could feel her breath.
Her body ached traitorously in her abdomen, slick heat pooling between her thighs. Jamie had caught her off guard again, somehow worming her way under her skin, and she couldn’t do anything about it. She had her right where she wanted her. Maya felt powerless, and in a new, twisted kind of way, she liked it.
Her mind was always talking, always assessing, overthinking. Looking into Jamie’s eyes, that all quietened. It was just the humming of her whole body that occupied her senses.
Jamie leaned in, her breath tickling the sensitive spot on Maya’s neck. Her voice was a low, throaty whisper, each word sticking in her throat. “Just tell me to stop.”



Chapter Eleven
Jamie
Jamie looked deep into Maya’s brown eyes, her heart skipping painfully in her chest. She couldn’t hear anything over her own ragged breathing. Time seemed suspended as she pressed her arm into Maya’s throat, waiting, watching, begging for a sign to kiss her. She never thought she’d have her like this; she was terrified of her snapping out of this reverie and those walls closing back up.
Maya’s gaze moved over her face and rested on her mouth, sending electric sparks through her stomach. Did she want to kiss her as bad as Jamie did? She felt Maya’s pulse thundering away under her forearm. Maybe she’d pushed her too much. It was obvious to even the most casual observer that Maya enjoyed control. She loosened the pressure at her throat, and something seemed to roll across Maya’s face.
I’m losing her.
“Maya…” Jamie uttered, swallowing the rest of her sentence when they locked eyes.
Everything inside Jamie squeezed, heat coiling around her midsection. Maya’s lips lifted in the sexiest way possible, and she nodded, slow and deliberate.
That was all the confirmation Jamie needed.
She crashed her lips to Maya’s, and her warm mouth welcomed her, kissing her hard and forceful. Fuck. Their hot tongues swirled together, battling for power, but Jamie pressed her weight into her, keeping her against the wall. She dipped her mouth, kissing Maya’s neck, sucking and grazing her teeth along the soft skin, and going harder when Maya’s fingers tangled in her hair and pulled. A moan rumbled in Maya’s throat, and heat flashed between Jamie’s legs.
Maya liked Jamie being forceful—and she was more than happy to oblige. She took her earlobe into her mouth and nibbled, before kissing and nipping her skin, just hard enough to bruise. Maya hissed, tightening her grip in Jamie’s hair, then forcing her to pull back. Her breathing was uneasy, her pupils large with desire. The way they commanded Jamie’s entire being should be criminal.
Jamie couldn’t stop her lips from curling. Maya tugged at her hair again, and she groaned.
She’s fighting it.
As much as Jamie loved Maya’s dominant side, she wanted her to let go, to give in to the way Jamie was making her feel. But she could feel the tide turning. So, with one hand still at Maya’s throat, she slipped the other down inside her tracksuit bottoms, pressing against the damp cotton of her underwear. Maya inhaled sharply, and Jamie’s head almost exploded at the confirmation that she was hot for her.
“Fuck, Maya,” she hissed. “You’re so wet.” She dared to push her fingers harder against her and blew out a heavy breath. “Is this all for me?”
Maya’s chest heaved. Jamie wasn’t used to her being so quiet.
“This is new to you,” she said. “But you like it, don’t you?”
Their eyes met in a challenge. Jamie started circling her fingers over her damp underwear, and a gasp choked in Maya’s throat. She could hear how wet she was. Jamie could feel herself, too. The throbbing between her legs was becoming unbearable.
“Maya,” she warned, her tone taking on a low, deep register. “If you don’t answer me, I’ll have to stop.” Her mouth ticked. “Consent is important.”
She held her breath.
“Yes,” Maya conceded through gritted teeth.
Thank fuck for that.
Jamie rewarded her, pressing harder against her clit. “Can I kiss you?”
Maya snorted. “That’s awfully polite for someone who’s already got their hands down my pants.”
Jamie stopped circling her, and Maya growled, digging her nails into her waist. Jamie raised her brows, her lips pursing. Nothing was better than getting a rise out of Maya.
“Ugh! Fine. Yes, you can ki—”
She didn’t get the chance to finish her sentence. Jamie’s mouth was on hers. Hot. Demanding.
Maya grabbed her arse, rocking their hips together, pulling them closer. The feel of Maya’s pelvis against hers made Jamie’s eyes roll back.
There was too much space. Too many clothes. She needed her naked. To feel her wet and rubbing against her. She wanted all of Maya, undiluted.
She unzipped her tracksuit top and tugged it down her arms, barely breaking kisses. Maya did the same to Jamie, and something seemed to awaken inside her. The dark look crossing her gaze made Jamie swallow. She ripped Jamie’s T-shirt over her head and nipped hard at the bare skin of her shoulders, clawing her nails across her back.
Jamie shivered, trying to get Maya back up against the wall, but now she had the upper hand.
Maya wasn’t backing down. She was leaning into it.
Sweet lord.
She gripped Jamie’s waist as she walked them backwards to the bed.
“Take your shirt off,” Jamie said.
But Maya pushed her, and Jamie fell back onto her navy bedsheets. Maya’s gaze dipped over her black sports bra and tight abs. The fire in her eyes was almost enough to make Jamie combust. She had no idea how fucking sexy she was.
“You want my shirt off? Make me,” Maya said.
Jamie leaned forward on her knees and tugged Maya down onto the bed with her. She tried to get her lips on Maya’s neck again, fisting her shirt, but Maya seized her hands, using her strength to overpower her and tip her onto her back. She lifted Jamie’s arms up above her head, pinning them against her pillow.
Jamie looked up at her, breathless—and admittedly, a little in awe.
“Take off your bra first,” Maya demanded.
Jamie wasn’t going to give it to her easily. She lifted her chin. “Come and get it.”
“Turn over.”
With a little encouragement from Maya’s forceful hands, Jamie obliged, rolling over, her own hands still up on her pillow.
Maya flicked open the clasp, but it was one of those frustrating fits that needed to come off over Jamie’s head. Instead, she gripped the waistband of Jamie’s trousers and whipped them off, leaving her in her navy-blue boxer briefs. She smoothed her hands over Jamie’s strong legs and round bum, before raking her nails up the skin of her back. Jamie shivered underneath her.
Maya dipped so she could bite her shoulder again, hard enough to make her hiss, then lowered herself against Jamie’s bum. She could feel Maya’s damp underwear as she pressed against her, rolling her hips, and gasped into the pillow, feeling herself pulse.
“Turn around,” Maya whispered into her ear.
“How? When you’re on me like—”
“Turn around,” she said again, more forcefully this time.
There was no way Jamie could say no to that.
Maya lifted herself slightly, supporting herself with her arms, and Jamie wiggled over so they were face to face.
“You’re very demanding,” she breathed, their mouths just inches apart.
Maya traced her hands down Jamie’s small breasts, her nipples rising to attention under the material, then gripped the bra and tugged it over her head. Jamie lay there exposed, but it was the look on Maya’s face that stilled her. Her chest rose and fell rapidly as her gaze combed her body. Those dark eyes full of something unsaid.
Jamie couldn’t place the feeling, but it made her entire being ache.
Then, without warning, Maya leaned forward and kissed her, her mouth nipping and sucking.
Jamie gripped her shirt, and Maya shrugged it over her head. To save time, she undid her own bra and threw that off as well, then fell back on top of her, their bare breasts touching, and slid her hand down into Jamie’s boxers. Jamie gasped as she brushed over her, slipping and sliding around her clit.
In a flash, Maya removed Jamie’s underwear and glided two fingers inside her with ease.
Jamie pushed back into the mattress, the relief immediate. “Fucking hell, Maya.” She caught the way her eyes dipped. “You like it when I say your name, don’t you?”
Instead of answering, Maya pushed into her fully, and Jamie groaned, gripping her back. Their mouths met in hard, rough kisses, but Maya pumped in and out of her at a steady pace. Jamie ground and pushed against her fingers. She wanted more.
“This is torture,” she murmured against Maya’s mouth. “What did I ever do wrong to you in a past life?”
Maya swallowed her comment with more kisses but held the rhythm. Jamie squirmed underneath her, getting even wetter. Her pleas fell on deaf ears. Did she want her on the edge? To beg?
The idea sent a whole new wave of arousal through Jamie’s body, and she whimpered. Feeling Maya inside her was fucking amazing. She didn’t want it to stop—even if it was torture.
Maya kissed along Jamie’s jaw and behind her ear. When her teeth grazed her soft skin, Jamie could barely keep it together. She captured Maya’s lips with hers, but when she tried to speed things up, Maya slowed down. Jamie threaded her fingers through her hair, urging her to kiss her harder, faster, but she wasn’t biting.
“Maya…” she pleaded, low and guttural, into her mouth. “Please.”
Their hot tongues swirled together in a delicate dance. Jamie pulsed so hard she could barely breathe.
To her dismay, Maya pulled back. “You can do better than that.”
Without missing a beat, she grabbed Maya’s chin and turned it towards her, holding the wicked look in her eyes. She captured Maya’s lip between her teeth and dragged it downwards, just hard enough. Her eyes flicked between hers, then she let it go.
“I want you to fuck me, Maya. I want to feel you. Fuck me like you mean it.” She grazed her lips against hers, softly this time, then traced the inside of Maya’s bottom lip with her tongue. Her insides were coiled, ready to spring and burst into flames. She needed this so badly, and she wasn’t opposed to begging. Not if it meant Maya would make her come.
Her gaze held hers, unwavering.
“Please,” she whispered. “Please.”
At that, Maya’s resolve crumbled. She pushed Jamie back onto the mattress, fucking her hard and fast with her fingers.
Jamie’s eyes rolled back, and she let out a groan before finding Maya’s gaze again. Deep and dark and watching her every move. Her free hand rested on Jamie’s chest, her thumb stroking her throat like she was unsure, but Jamie didn’t want her to hold back. She moved her hand to her throat, and the corners of her mouth ticked upwards.
“This is what you want?” Maya asked, her grip tightening.
“Fuck. Yes.”
Maya pressed her weight into Jamie, and her stomach pulled, heat spreading through her chest. The feeling of her consumed her completely. She was out of control with how much she wanted Maya and, judging by the look on her face, Maya was well aware.
Jamie didn’t care. It was impossible to talk or breathe or do anything other than feel how good Maya fucked her.
Maya bent down to kiss her, hard and rough, before adjusting herself, looping Jamie’s leg over her shoulder and finding a new angle that made her moan into her mouth.
“There,” Jamie rasped. “Just like that.”
Maya obliged, and Jamie’s abs tightened, her legs tensing. She was so close.
Maya leaning over her, her muscles defined. Her eyes, full of untamed desire, were one of the hottest things Jamie had ever witnessed.
She wanted to come with Maya’s fingers inside her. Her clit ached at the thought, and she reached to stroke herself.
Maya grabbed her hand and secured it hard against the bed.
Jamie squirmed as she stopped fucking her.
A slow grin spread across Maya’s face. This woman was playing with her, and Jamie was loving every single minute of it.
But she was learning how to work Maya, too.
“Maya,” she breathed, and the sound of her name made Maya’s eyes dip. “Please.”
“Please…what?”
“Please, make me come. I want to come for you.”
That did the trick.
Maya slipped her fingers into her again, fucking her fast. With her other hand, she slowly stroked Jamie’s slick clit with her thumb. Jamie bucked against the contact, her core contracting.
“Oh my god,” she murmured, briefly losing herself somewhere in the ceiling. “That feels so—”
Her legs trembled, and a low groan burst from her lips as intense pleasure rocketed through her. She clawed her nails into Maya’s skin, her name falling out of her mouth, over and over again like a prayer, as her orgasm engulfed her. She rode the hot waves of pleasure until, unfolding slowly, she lay back on the bed.
Fucking hell. She didn’t have to check to know she was soaked. When she pulled her gaze from the ceiling, finding Maya watching her, everything clenched again.
She was so fucking hot.
Maya lowered herself onto her elbows, raking her eyes over Jamie’s pale skin, her trembling thighs. She kissed them, grazing her lips up over her hips, nipping at the softness there, and Jamie parted her legs, a silent invitation.
Maya’s mouth dropped open, a new expression taking over her face. One that made Jamie swallow.
Lazily, Maya swept her tongue over her, groaning at her sweet taste. Jamie gripped her head, and she shivered beneath her.
“I’m so s-sensitive,” Jamie gasped.
Maya thrust her tongue deeper, and Jamie cried out, her thighs clenching around Maya’s head. Feeding on her pleasure, needing more, craving more, Maya turned her attention to Jamie’s swollen clit. She bucked again, Maya’s name like a curse in her mouth.
Every swipe, swirl and flick of her tongue felt glorious. I missed this. It was a strange thing to think when this was Maya’s first time between Jamie’s legs, but it didn’t feel like the first. It was as if they were reconnecting something long forgotten in the base of their brains. She couldn’t explain it, but her body tried to.
Maya thrust two fingers into her easily, and as Jamie arched off the bed, she pinned her down with her free hand, continuing to swirl circles around her sensitive spot. Within seconds, Jamie came again, her fingers tightening in Maya’s hair and forcing her to look at her.
Jamie wanted to remember that look on her face.
After her climax had wound down, her chest tight and heaving, a big smile played on her mouth.
“Well,” she said breathlessly, “that was definitely longer than your fifteen minutes of allotted time.”
“Shut up.” Maya shook her head, but the corners of her mouth curved.
Jamie loved getting that reaction out of her.
She sat up, propping herself against the headboard with a contented sigh, and ushered Maya forward with a curl of her finger. “Come here.”



Chapter Twelve
Maya
Jamie pulled Maya closer, and she let her flip their positions so that Maya was on her back. A wicked grin crossed Jamie’s face as her eyes drifted over her naked chest.
Desire bloomed in Maya’s stomach. She’d never had anybody look at her that way. Like she was something worth taking time over. She didn’t know what to do with it. Most women she hooked up with were happy to get off and leave it at that. Maya hadn’t minded that, either. A lot of the time it was hard for her to get out of her own head to finish, anyway.
But Jamie planted kisses at her hip, taking her time to trail up her ribs. Maya let out an involuntary giggle, and Jamie’s gaze snapped to hers.
“Are you ticklish?” she asked, with far too much glee.
“No.” She wrapped a protective arm over her torso, and Jamie laughed.
“Noted.”
She took Maya’s dark nipple into her mouth, lapping with her tongue in circles. Fuck. When she teased the other with her fingertips, Maya reached out to grab her bum. She needed something to squeeze and anchor her in the moment, something physical to push away the nagging doubts at the edge of her mind. She wasn’t used to this. This felt different.
She could tell by the way Jamie touched her, her hands caressing her olive skin like they were uncovering new, untouched lands. Jamie looked—really looked—when others didn’t, and it terrified her.
Because what did she see?
Jamie’s gaze found hers, perhaps sensing her unease. The sight of her big blue eyes, her tongue flicking over Maya’s nipple, made her curse out loud.
That pleased her.
Jamie practically leaped up Maya’s body to press her lips to hers. Her fingers still played with her nipple, making Maya groan when she pulled a little harder. Then Jamie dipped to kiss her neck again, revisiting those spots that made her knees weak like she’d committed them to memory. It unsettled her how she’d found them with such ease. How eager Maya’s body was to give in to her.
Maya pushed the thoughts away and pulled Jamie closer so that her nakedness was flush against the material of her trousers. The contact made her gasp. Yes. This was what she needed. To fuck and be fucked. To stop fighting these feelings.
But something at the edge of her mind was trying to rein her back in. Thoughts of Jamie, of how much Maya was into this, of the implications for the team. Maya forced them away. She was fed up with being on all the time; she didn’t want to think.
Jamie trailed biting kisses up her neck, digging her fingers into the soft skin of her back. She sucked hard, earning a moan.
“I’ve been thinking about this,” Jamie whispered against her neck. “I want to take my time with you.”
That surprised her. Had Jamie guessed this would happen between them? Wait. What time even is it?
Her heart raced in her chest, but everything started to fade back in at the edges. The bare white walls, Jamie’s navy bedsheets, the pile of books on the table.
She didn’t want them to. She wanted to stay in this moment with her. She didn’t want to think about the after. The consequences. What the hell all of this meant.
No, Maya. Don’t do this now.
But the doubts were creeping in, reality breaking through. I haven’t told Grandma I’d be late. What if she’s worried?
Jamie leaned back, her fingers gripping the waistband of Maya’s trousers. “I can’t believe you’ve had those trousers on this entire time.”
Maya didn’t comment, her thoughts were already unravelling. What if something happened at home and they need me? Mum isn’t there.
Jamie moved to take off her trousers, and when Maya stopped her, she glanced up, blue eyes questioning.
“I kind of need to go.”
Jamie’s eyebrows pinched together. “Are you kidding me?”
“No. I…” She sat up, forcing Jamie off her. Her attention bounced around the walls, searching for a clock, heart skipping so fast it churned her stomach. “I need to go home.”
“Maya.” Jamie grabbed her wrist, but she stood up, moving off the bed.
The euphoric feeling had seeped away, replaced by icy dread. Where’s my phone?
She found her tracksuit top on the floor and rifled through the pocket. Nothing. No missed calls. But that didn’t mean much; Grandma was next to useless with her phone.
“Maya, is something wrong?” Jamie appeared in front of her now. “Talk to me.”
She forced herself to look at her. Her short blonde hair was sticking up, ruffled by sex, but those eyes were all her. Delicate, soft, beautiful. Three words Maya didn’t think she’d ever associate with Jamie Mellor.
“Did I do something to upset you?” she asked.
Maya instinctively reached for her hand. “No, you didn’t. This is me.”
“Are you pulling the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ here?” Jamie let out a soft sigh. “I thought you wanted this—”
“It’s not that. I do want this.”
Those words surprised her. They seemed to surprise Jamie too, from the look on her face.
Maya cleared her throat, trying to wish away the heat creeping up her neck. I blame the endorphins firing through my system. “It’s not to do with this…” Not completely, anyway. “It’s my grandpa. My grandma… They…they need me. And I’m late.”
Jamie nodded, putting the pieces together, but doubt lingered in her gaze. “Oh, right, yeah, you mentioned before.” She gave her a small smile. “I’ll get my things.”
And like that, the moment was over.
Ten minutes later, freshly dressed but still mightily uncomfortable—both between her legs and in her head—she got into Jamie’s little blue Golf. Jamie didn’t start it right away, and they sat in silence, the wind outside wailing and rocking the car.
Maya hated this feeling. She was ruining…whatever this was, like she always did. But she didn’t know how to explain the tangle of conflicting feelings in her brain. This was Jamie—her own personal pain in the arse for the past three years. Someone she’d despised and openly criticised for the way she behaved, after seasons of torment, and now, what, they were sleeping together?
How did this happen?
There was no denying the connection between them… She’d just had her fingers inside her.
Maya, please. Jamie’s words echoed in her head, tugging at her stomach. The memory of her panting, looking at her while she came around her fingers, would be seared into her brain forever.
Good lord. Focus. She needed to go home, have a shower, then try make some sense of all of this. She wet her lips and made herself concentrate on Jamie—and not the sensation tingling between her legs. “Do you mind if we…” She gestured to the steering wheel, and Jamie straightened up in her seat.
“Oh, yeah, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stall you.”
The engine roared to life, warm air blowing through the vents. The blueberry car-scent tickled Maya’s nose. She scratched it, catching the smell of Jamie on her fingers. Her whole body reacted.
Fucking hell.
Jamie pulled out of the space and waited for the gates to open. Music suddenly blared out of the speakers, and she reached to turn it down.
“Sorry,” she said. “It usually takes a few moments for the car to connect to my phone.”
Maya looked at the screen, which was displaying “All the Love” by the Outfield. Jamie was already tapping her fingers against the steering wheel. It was strangely endearing how much she reacted to this type of music.
“We don’t have to listen to this,” she said. The gates squeaked open, and she edged out into the road, passing the swaying trees on either side. “You can put whatever music you want on.”
The vocalist started singing, and Maya smiled, liking the sound of his voice. “No, it’s okay. I like it.”
“Really?” Jamie looked at her, and when she smiled back, the feeling it gave Maya shot like an arrow, piercing the soft sponge of her heart. She wanted to lean across the centre console and kiss her.
But she didn’t.
* * *
Jamie took Maya on an enthusiastic tour of eighties artists on their short drive home, including Culture Club, the Human League, and Cindy Lauper. She knew every word to all of them, and watching Jamie singing and dancing was like having a ticket to her own private show. Any traces of awkwardness were washed away by their laughter and Jamie’s badly sung vocals.
Maybe Jamie had a point—they couldn’t listen to eighties music without having a good time.
When she pulled up outside their houses, perfectly timing the end of “I Drove All Night” and howling the final note, Maya’s face hurt from smiling.
Jamie switched off her engine with a grin. “I had a lot of fun today.”
“I bet you did.”
“Hah.” Jamie looked down into her lap briefly before meeting her gaze. “I’ll make sure it’s worth your while next time.”
Her sudden nervousness made Maya smile even more. “It already was.”
Now Jamie was definitely blushing.
When did Jamie Mellor get so shy?
“I mean…god. I’m usually good at this, but…” Jamie shook her head. “You know what I mean.”
The look suited her. Her honesty was refreshing. That vulnerability held things up in a new light. Or maybe Maya hadn’t really been seeing her before. “It’s nice to see you like this,” she admitted.
“Yeah, I bet you’re really getting some kicks out of it.” Jamie’s mouth curled at the edges. The memory of her lips on Maya’s skin jolted electricity through her veins. “Though I have to admit, it’s also nice to be around you and for you to not bite my head off every five minutes.”
“Don’t get used to it,” Maya teased.
Outside, warm streetlights illuminated the dark road. Without Jamie’s music blasting, the street was eerily quiet, aside from a gruff dog barking somewhere a few houses away. The cold hit Maya as soon as she stepped out of the car, piercing through her thin layers. On a clear night like this, she imagined there would be stars for miles. Shame about the streetlights.
Jamie popped open the boot of her car and pulled her bag of dirty washing out with a huff.
Maya smiled at the sight. “I just realised I haven’t teased you about taking your washing home to your parents’ house yet.”
“I did wonder when you were going to say something. You must be slipping.”
“What’s wrong with the laundry place in the building? Too many commoners for her highness?”
“I think we both know if I’m going to be anything in the royal family, I’d be a prince.” Jamie turned her head, modelling and fluttering her lashes. “Look at me.”
Maya chuckled, enjoying the easy back and forth. “Yes. Yes. Very handsome. Now answer the question.”
“Don’t laugh,” Jamie said, her eyes holding hers. “But someone was stealing my things.”
“Stealing? What, your tightie-whities?”
“We both know I don’t wear tightie-whities.” She raised an eyebrow. “But no, it was my socks, mostly.”
“Socks go missing in everybody’s washing. It’s hardly worthy of a Miss Marple episode.”
“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Jamie grinned. “Stop harassing your teammate.”
“Teammate, huh? If this is the way you treat your other teammates, I think we need another chat about Leah.”
“Maya,” Jamie groaned.
“Too soon?”
“A little.”
“Well, I’ll see you around then…teammate.” She flashed her a smile and turned to leave, but Jamie called her back. “What?”
Nibbling her lip, Jamie brushed a hand through her hair.
The sudden seriousness made Maya’s stomach tighten. She’d hoped the joke about Leah hadn’t taken it too far; it’d just slipped out. Please don’t make me talk about what happened between us on my driveway. She’d forgotten about the significance of their evening for a moment and didn’t want to jump back into panic mode. Plus, it would only take five minutes before their conversation was discussed on the local Facebook page. She wouldn’t be surprised if Mrs Corstow had already speed-dialled the police to report their loitering. It was nosy neighbour 101.
A strong gust creaked the branches in the neighbour’s trees before Jamie asked, “Can I get your number?”
Maya blew out a sigh of relief and pulled out her phone. “I think that’s acceptable, seeing as I’ve already seen your tightie-whities.”
Jamie couldn’t hide her smile. “I don’t wear tightie-whities.”
After they exchanged numbers, Maya headed for her door, Jamie for hers.
“Night, Skip,” Jamie called.
“Night, teammate.”
She sensed Jamie’s eyeroll without turning round, hearing her mutter something resembling a goodnight as she put her keys in the door.
So much had changed since the last time they were here, saying goodbye on their front steps. Truthfully, Maya could hardly keep up with her conflicting emotions. If only she could relax and trust her feelings some more.
Because tonight, change didn’t seem like such a bad thing.
Until Maya stepped into the warmth of the living room, and the sight of Grandma’s panicked face sent chills up her spine.



Chapter Thirteen
Maya
The wailing and crying echoing off the white walls made Maya shiver. She hated hospitals; she assumed most people did. The bleach and disinfectant mirrored the stench of death.
She glanced up as a porter shuffled past, too busy to make eye contact with a stranger. Who knew what horrendous things she’d witnessed or heard between these walls? Maya couldn’t understand how people could bear to face it every day.
Grandma stirred beside her, cramped up with her head resting against a water dispenser. Maya had told her to go home and get a proper rest, that she’d call her as soon as there was any news about Grandpa’s suspected second stroke, but she’d refused. Maya understood that. Grandma’s stubbornness ran through her own veins, but her tiny body curled up in the chair looked so fragile. Her bones were more prominent, poking through her pale skin under the bright hospital lights.
It terrified her. Just how human they all were. How easily they could fall apart.
A worried man with a topknot hurried past, muttering under his breath. His wild brown eyes scanned his surroundings, trying to take in the many signs, as he held a baby to his chest. The baby cried, and he rocked the bundle. Maya wished she could help him, ask what he was looking for. But before she could muster the words, he’d disappeared through another set of double doors.
She wouldn’t have been much help, anyway.
She turned to Grandma again, relieved to see the baby’s cries hadn’t woken her. Goosebumps rippled across her wrinkled skin, and she’d tightened one arm around herself in sleep.
Maya readjusted her tracksuit top, which she’d used to cover her with, then searched the waiting room for something else to keep her warm. Aside from making a blanket out of old magazines or paper towels, there was nothing.
The reception might have something.
But when she approached the desk, there was no one there, just a stack of papers and a phone that repeatedly flashed, with nobody to answer it. She worried she and her grandma had been forgotten, destined to be left waiting in some corridor between Accident & Emergency and god knows where for eternity. The signs didn’t help. “Waiting Room.” For what? For where?
Grandpa had been sent for scans hours ago, the lone clock ticking away on the back wall informed her. So where was the nurse who’d said she’d update them as soon as she could?
Maya sighed.
Grandpa hated hospitals too. He’d told her that when she’d sliced her hand open on Carly’s mum’s plant pot years ago, playing football in their garden. Maya didn’t need stitches—luckily they could just glue it—but she remembered the panic on her grandparents’ faces as they ran through the automatic doors. Grandpa’s flat cap had rested at an odd angle on his head, his kind eyes worried, with wrinkles at the edges. He’d spotted her nursing a bandaged palm, in a corner with the Walters, and tugged Grandma over by her hand.
“How ya feeling, kid?” he’d asked, a little out of breath.
Mr Walters had stood, placing a comforting arm on Grandpa’s. “She’ll be fine, George. I told you there was no need to worry.”
“They glued my skin back together.” Maya waved her bandaged hand for them to see. “And they gave me some painkillers.”
Grandma dropped to a crouch, brushing the hair from her face that had sprung wildly from her ponytail. “I told you to be careful, Maya.”
“I was! And it was a good goal, too.”
Grandma shook her head and straightened up.
A grin broke across Grandpa’s face. “Sounds like a great shot, kid.”
Grandma nudged him. “You two are as bad as each other.” They’d shared a laugh around the group, and then the adults disappeared to get hot coffees from the vending machine.
Carly shuffled closer to her. “I’m so glad they fixed you,” she’d whispered, even though the adults were out of earshot. “I was scared they were gonna have to chop your hand off.”
Maya ran her fingers over the bandage and laughed, but Carly didn’t join in.
“I’m serious, there was so much blood.”
“I’m fine now though, look.” She’d held up her bandaged hand, and Carly traced over the dressing with her finger. Electricity trailed where she touched, and Maya looked at her, insides squeezing at the concern swirling in her friend’s eyes. All these tingly feelings were new to her, but she knew something was special between them. “You don’t need to worry…” Maya gave her most convincing smile. She hated it when Carly was sad. “I’m sure we can still play tomorrow.”
Carly giggled in that way that made Maya’s heart triple in size. Making her laugh was her favourite.
“It’s annoying,” Carly said. “Even if they did chop your hand off, you’d still beat me.” She’d squeezed her hand, and any remaining discomfort had fizzled away.
Mum had been working that day, too.
A short white woman wearing blue scrubs appeared in the waiting room, pulling Maya back into the present.
“Excuse me,” Maya started. “Do you have any news about Mr George Thomas? He came in with a suspected stroke, but we haven’t heard anything.”
The woman flashed a practised smile of perfect teeth. “I’m sorry, love. It’s not my department. Someone will be along to keep you updated when they have news for you.” She combed the waiting room with her eyes, checked the watch hanging from her pocket, and turned to leave.
“Wait! I’m sorry, but…do you have anything I can cover my grandma with? A blanket or anything?” Maya motioned over her shoulder, and the woman’s gaze followed. “She’s shivering, and I can’t find anyone to ask. Please. I don’t know how long we’ll be here.”
The woman’s eyes softened as she took in Maya’s appearance for the first time. Maya was still wearing her Millton University T-shirt, and god knows what state her hair was in. The woman let out a small sigh and smiled, taking pity on her. “Alright, love. I’ll see what I can do.”
She never came back.
* * *
Just as the sun was beginning to rise, casting warm orange sunlight through her window, Maya pulled the curtains across and crawled into bed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so exhausted. She lay there for a little while, listening to the sounds of the Hamptons waking up next door—Mrs Hampton’s hairdryer, then the kids’ excited squeals as they bounded up and down the hall. The sounds were faint through the walls, but amplified by the silence in their house.
Maya’s body told her to sleep, but her mind was in overdrive.
Grandpa had suffered an intracerebral haemorrhage, and due to the fact he was already on blood thinners, a substantial amount of blood had leaked into his brain tissue. He’d had a seizure too, but the doctor assured them this was fairly common, and didn’t mean he would develop epilepsy.
Maya didn’t know how to respond to that. As if there was anything remotely normal about any of this.
The hospital was keeping him in overnight. Then, depending on his responses, he’d be monitored further or else released to a rehabilitation centre near their house. The nurse said they could discuss more tomorrow when Grandpa had recovered a little.
Grandma and Maya were going to head back in a few hours. She needed to sleep, but the doctor’s words and her grandma’s tear-stained face continued to spin around her brain. Seeing her cry was the worst, and Maya couldn’t do anything about it.
Realising her phone was still off, she switched it back on, the bright light making her close her eyes. It vibrated to life, followed by the ping of several messages.
Mum: I’m driving back now, sweetie
I’ll be there in the morning
Jamie: I saw the ambulance outside
Are you okay?
She clicked on Jamie’s message. Before she’d even thought about whether to reply, her fingers were flying across the screen.
Maya: It’s Grandpa
He had another stroke
To her surprise, Jamie replied straight away.
Jamie: God Maya, I’m so sorry
Can I do anything?
Maya: I don’t think so
Jamie: Where are you?
Maya: At home. Going back to the hospital in the morning
Jamie: Do you need a lift? I can take you if that helps
Maya’s head ached. She closed her eyes, rubbing circles against her forehead. Too much had happened today. She didn’t know if she could handle seeing Jamie now. She needed to focus on Grandpa.
Maya: I think Mum will be home by then
But thank you
I’m gonna try and sleep now
But I appreciate the offer
She put down her phone and rolled over. A streak of light escaped from under the curtains, highlighting Jamie’s black jumper, which was folded beside her bed. She still had it from when Jamie had driven her home that time after training, when she’d been caught in the rain. She didn’t know why she hadn’t given it back yet.
She reached down and plucked it up, bringing it close to her chest. It didn’t really smell like Jamie now, only faintly of her spiced aftershave and the rain. She breathed it in, feeling her presence. Then she tucked the jumper under her chin and wrapped the duvet around her, indulging herself for just a few moments.
Before Maya knew it, she was jolted awake, the room brighter than before.
Her mum’s soft voice sounded in her ears. “Time to go, love. There’s been some news about Grandpa.”



Chapter Fourteen
Jamie
The late afternoon sun was lazing behind the clouds, intermittently lighting the grass with golden light.
Henry, a little whippet of a six-year-old, sprinted up to the ball and whacked it with all the might his thin legs could muster. “Hi-yahh!”
The ball trickled out of play, and he high-fived the children closest to him while a young girl with pigtails went to retrieve it.
Jamie clapped her hands together. “Love the enthusiasm, Henry. Try and pick a corner next time.”
On Saturday afternoons, she took the Millton Tykes training, teaching the under-sevens basic football skills. It had been something to fill in her weekends at first, to distract from the move and the voices in her head that liked to remind her how much her dad had messed up her life.
But now she loved Saturday afternoons. Especially on a day like today.
The fine autumn day meant the park was busier than usual. Parents were taking advantage of the dry weather to wear out children and dogs alike, playing frisbee and ball games on the grass. Squeals and laughter blended with the chatter of the birds in the treetops above, and Jamie welcomed it.
The next child in line moved up to take her shot. The ball soared straight into the bottom corner of the tiny net, and she turned to give Jamie a gap-toothed grin.
“Kiara, what a shot! You’re on fire!” Jamie faked hosing her down with a hosepipe, and Kiera shrieked with delight. She moved to the back of the queue, and the group continued to take turns kicking the ball into the empty net.
Jamie’s coaching method was the opposite of her dad’s. She focused on the kids having fun and enjoying themselves. Her dad had worked the Harriers team to the bone, sucking all the fun out of the sport she loved so much—that is, before he got fired, anyway.
But that was a whole other can of worms.
Jamie inhaled, letting the cool air fill her lungs. She only visited the house when her dad wasn’t home, but now the relationship with her mum was difficult, too. Her mum had been calling, asking her to stop by, but Jamie’s anxiety had been flaring up and being around that house would only exacerbate it. She couldn’t help but feel guilty, leaving her mum at home with her dad, but she was the one who’d decided to stay with him; that was her choice.
Taking her dirty washing there had been a last resort; she’d run out of clean underwear and the building’s sock thief made her self-conscious, because what if it was a Harriers’ scheme to embarrass her somehow? Being away from her old team was a relief, but she hated how paranoid it made her.
Jamie just wanted to look to the future, and to let her performance speak for itself. If she was the top scorer in the league for a third time in a row, surely that would get the attention of some clubs after university? Maybe even a scout would attend their games. A lot of people stopped playing after graduation, but Jamie didn’t want that. She’d dreamed about playing in front of a huge crowd, people chanting her name, since she was the same age as the kids she coached now. She was happiest with a ball at her feet—and nothing beat the feeling of scoring a goal.
Except being with Maya…
The memory of Maya’s fingers was enough to make Jamie’s breath catch. But since she’d not responded to Jamie’s follow-up texts, she supposed she needed space. It didn’t seem the right time to bring her own feelings into it and make it about her.
Jamie knew she should keep her distance from Maya. She’d moved to get a fresh start, not to get entangled in more rumours—but she couldn’t help it.
Her stupid heart always outweighed her head, no doubt about it.
Maya’s face flashed before her. That perfect mouth and those deep brown eyes could render even the most stoic woman a pile of ashes. The way she’d completely owned Jamie in between her own four walls. And how Jamie hadn’t minded at all. She should probably be more concerned with how willing she was to give her—
A ball thwacked Jamie in the ribs, dislodging those thoughts completely. Ouch.
A chorus of laughter broke out across the group, with a red-faced boy at the centre of it.
“Sorry, Jamie. I hit the post and then it hit you.”
She exhaled, picking up the sunglasses that had been knocked off her head. “It’s okay, Sammy. Good shot.”
Jamie brought the session to a close, high-fiving all the kids, then making sure they were collected by appropriate caregivers. When the last one had left, running ahead and giggling away, she collected the cones and stuffed the footballs back into their bag.
The swish of the grass caused her to raise her head, expecting one of the kids to have forgotten their water bottle. Instead, she was greeted by a pair of chocolatey-brown eyes.
She almost did a double-take, her heart jumping into her throat.
“Skip. What’re you doing here?” She shifted the sunglasses up her head, and her gaze drifted over Maya’s running Lycra and her toned thighs. Sweet Jesus. “How are you?” she asked.
“I just needed to get out for a bit. I’m okay.” Maya flicked the last ball towards the open bag with her toe, and Jamie caught it. “What’re you doing here?”
Jamie tightened the strings, securing the footballs, and tied a loose knot at the end. She wasn’t sure how much Maya had seen. Had she been watching her? The thought of that made her uncharacteristically nervous. “I take the little ones on a Saturday morning. Some easy drills and games. Stuff like that. It’s pretty fun.”
A smile fought its way onto Maya’s face, her cheeks pink from the cold.
Jamie looked away to stop herself from saying something stupid like you’re so beautiful or—I can’t stop thinking about you or—thank you for making me come so hard the other night. Fancy doing that again sometime?
Get it together, Jaim. She hadn’t expected to see Maya here, and her libido had skyrocketed out of nowhere. So much for her no-dating rule. She scratched the back of her neck, trying to be more neutral. “How’s your grandpa?”
Maya stiffened. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”
Jamie’s voice softened. “Are you okay, though? I’m worried about you.”
Maya shook her head, turning to watch a Border Collie leap in the air to catch a tennis ball. The dog brought the ball back to its owner, already sprinting off before the woman had a chance to throw it again.
Maya let out a sigh. “You don’t need to worry about me, Jamie.”
Jamie wanted to know where her mind had gone, but she didn’t want to push too hard. She, of all people, knew how it felt to be pushed. Sometimes things were better left alone.
Maya gave her a stern look, making Jamie straighten. She hadn’t realised she was biting her lip.
“I just want you to be normal with me,” Maya said. “Honestly. Be you. Be annoying. Please.”
Jamie chuckled at that, then bent down to swing the bag of balls over her shoulder. “Okay. I’ll be annoying, but only for you, alright?”
Maya’s mouth spread into a lopsided grin, and warmth shot through Jamie’s belly.
“Thank you.”
“Wanna walk?” She gestured towards the car park on the other side of the field.
“Sure.”
She handed her a black bag stuffed with fluorescent bibs and cones, and set off with her across the grass, the sun warming her bare legs.
“So, how long were you creeping on me for?” she asked, a teasing lilt in her voice.
“Only a few minutes. I actually heard you before I saw you. You’re like a foghorn.”
“That’s almost a compliment, coming from you.”
“Almost.” Their eyes locked, and they grinned, their feet falling into step. Maya’s scent caught on the breeze, pulling dangerous memories from Jamie’s mind: her teasing tongue; the passionate way she’d touched her; how she’d had Jamie at her very mercy.
The feelings swirling around them were intense, surprising, a combination of emotions Jamie didn’t know what to do with. It was the last thing she’d expected when she moved universities. To feel like this. With Maya, of all people.
Was this casual? Just a one-off hook-up out of nowhere? Could they be more?
Jamie had sworn off women after last year, but this with Maya felt…different. Exciting. The captain’s fiery nature and obvious distaste for Jamie had made the foundation of whatever this was interesting.
When she realised Maya hadn’t said anything for a while, she changed the conversation. “Do you do this a lot?”
Maya gave her a funny look. “Do what a lot?”
“Running.”
“Oh, yeah. I guess so. Helps clear my head.”
“That makes sense.” Jamie kicked a clump of dry mown grass. “I like to drive. Put my music on loud and drown everything else out.”
Jamie used to do that a lot when she lived with her parents. She’d hated being in the house but didn’t really have anywhere else to go at that time. Her car had been a safe haven in some ways.
“That sounds pretty nice, actually,” Maya said.
“One time, I just kept driving through the night. I didn’t know where I was going, but I ended up in Whitby, sitting on the beach and watching the waves rolling over the sea. When the sun came back up, I just dusted the sand off and went back home again.”
A moment of quiet passed between them, the sounds of the park filtering back in.
“I don’t know why I told you that,” Jamie said, feeling her cheeks heat. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be.” They stopped beside her car, and Jamie dumped her bag on the floor to fish her keys from her pocket.
“Did something bad happen?”
“Ha. Yeah, you could say that.” Jamie opened the boot and swung the bags inside. Rehashing everything that had happened last year wouldn’t just be a casual conversation. Jamie didn’t know how Maya would react. The thought of telling her what her dad had done, what everyone said she’d been a part of, made her feel sick. “We can talk about it another time. Maybe…Erm…” She brushed her fingers through her hair, her gaze dropping to the floor. Then her attention caught on Maya’s leg. “Hey, what did you do to your knee? It’s bleeding.”
Maya waved her away, but Jamie dropped to her knees to inspect the graze. She touched the cut, and Maya winced, taking a step back. “It’s fine. I just tripped. It’s nothing.”
The blood was still fresh. Jamie couldn’t hide her frustration at Maya’s flippancy, but she chose to let it go. “Do you want a ride home?”
Maya nodded, and as they climbed into her car, she caught Jamie checking out her knee again.
“It’s fine,” she insisted.
Jamie held up her palms. “I didn’t say anything.”
“Well, tell your eyes that.”
“Sorry. It just looks sore.” She reached over to open her glovebox and pulled out a pack of plasters. “Here.”
When Maya didn’t move to take them, she sighed, opening the box and pulling one out. She tore it open with her teeth.
“I’m fine—”
Maya flinched when Jamie placed the cute blue dinosaur plaster over her knee. She secured it in place, rubbing either side flush against Maya’s skin.
Suddenly, the air thickened. Jamie kept her eyes lowered a moment, afraid of what she might find in Maya’s gaze. She forced herself to look up, and when their eyes locked, her breath hitched in her chest. A powerful emotion was swirling in Maya’s irises, the one that made Jamie’s throat constrict. Transported back to that night in her bedroom, she swallowed, her stomach doing little somersaults.
That stare should be weaponised. It should be password protected, defended by armed guards, placed under high alert.
The things that stare could make Jamie do.
She reached into the driver’s-side door, needing a distraction. “Starburst?”
Maya glanced down at the packet of sweets in her hand and cleared her throat.
“Sure.” She fumbled to retrieve a red one from the bag.
Jamie’s mind stalled, confused as to how Maya’s taking a sweet from her and undoing the paper could be filled with such tension. The nimble fingers unwrapping the sweet before placing it in her mouth, and the flick of her tongue.
A wave of arousal shot between Jamie’s legs. Damn. She chewed hard. The blackberry flavour coated the inside of her cheeks, and she was happy to have something else to focus on.
“So…dinosaurs?” Maya asked, admiring the colourful plaster on her knee.
“Sure. Beats the boring ones.”
“I suppose you have a point.”
The engine rumbled to life, and Jamie handed Maya her phone. “Do you wanna pick the music?”
Maya’s eyebrows bounced, and she hesitated a moment. Then she thumbed the screen, browsing the ridiculously long playlists, and chose a song.
“Just Can’t Get Enough” played through the speaker, and Jamie palmed the steering wheel. Memories of Maya, soaked to the bone and tapping her foot, jumped into her mind’s eye. Had that really only been a couple of months ago?
“I knew you liked this one.” She flashed her a smile as she reversed out of the car park.
“Guilty.” Maya tapped her foot to the beat again, watching the clouds drift by the window, while Jamie sang along to the chorus, bobbing her head from side to side. Music really was her happy place. Whenever she heard a beat, she couldn’t stop her body from reacting. And sharing the same air as Maya heightened all of those feelings. It made her giddy, and her moves were all the more exaggerated.
Maya gave a chuckle, the type that started in your tummy and burst out like it had a life of its own. Earning that response from her made Jamie feel like a fucking rock star.
She glanced at her, a smile tugging at her mouth. “I have a suspicion you like my dancing, too.”
“It’s…certainly something.”
“I’m curious about you.”
Maya turned to her, a crease deepening on her forehead. “How so?”
“Curious how you dance. I’ve never seen it.”
Maya blew out a breath that was so exaggerated and silly, Jamie wanted to kiss her. “Well, you’re not about to.”
She slowed to wait at the traffic lights, using her knowledge of Maya’s competitive edge to goad her. “You must be worse than me then. That’s the only logical answer.”
“Not a chance,” Maya shot back, but Jamie caught the way her eyes narrowed.
“I guess there’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?”
“You’re pushing your luck,” Maya mumbled, but the infectious smile creeping onto her face said otherwise.
“It is pretty entertaining.”
“Mm-hmm.”
An idea rocketed into Jamie’s head, and she nudged Maya playfully. “Hey, maybe we can make a deal?”
“Oh, god,” she groaned. “Why does that statement fill me with such dread?”
The lights changed to green, and Jamie sped off, forcing Maya back into her seat. She turned the music down and glanced at her, eyes glinting with mischief.
“What is going on in that big, inflated head of yours?”
Maya’s uncertain expression—a mix of confusion and fear—made Jamie belly laugh. When Maya joined in, it only made her laugh harder. When she was around Maya, it felt like all her troubles from last year never happened. Like she was floating on clouds where nothing could touch her. She needed more of that in her life.
“Sorry.” She waved her hand. “I think the sugar is getting to me. It’s not even funny. I’m being deadly serious.”
“Now that makes it sound like a real hoot.”
Jamie snorted, hunching her shoulders, trying to swallow her laughter.
“You’re so weird. Do you know that?” Maya shook her head.
“I know, but all the best people are.”
“And there she is, with her big head again.”
Jamie blew out a breath, mounting the car on the curb outside her house. She’d been driving on autopilot and couldn’t believe they were home already.
“A deal,” she began, spinning to face Maya. “You show me how you dance, and I’ll show you how to drive.”
Maya raised an eyebrow. “You want to teach me to drive?”
“Yep.”
“Why?”
“’Cos I think you’ll do whatever you can to beat me and prove me wrong. Right?” Her mouth quirked. “And I think you’ll be both a terrible driver and an awkward dancer.”
Maya squeezed her lips together. Jamie was right; she was very competitive. Losing wasn’t in her nature—look how badly she despised Jamie for beating her.
“I thought you liked driving me around,” she said.
“I do,” Jamie said, a little too quickly. “But this way is more fun. You get something, and I get something and, selfishly, it gives us a reason to spend time together. That’s a very smooth play from me.”
Maya laughed—a real laugh. “As smooth as saying your reasons out loud?”
Jamie nodded, unable to stop the grin from spreading over her face. “Exactly. Very smooth.”
“You don’t even make sense half of the time.”
“I think you like that too. You find my qualities charming.”
Their eyes met, and when Maya didn’t deny it, a fire fanned in Jamie’s chest. She stuck out her hand. “So, do we have a deal?”



Chapter Fifteen
Maya
It was strange how easily life could contort itself into a new normal. Back into classes, back into hanging out with Hannah and Maddie, and back into football—despite all the other things churning in the background.
Her friends were so cute. They’d brought Grandpa a “Get Well Soon” card and a packet of Werther’s. She didn’t know if he’d be able to have the toffees so soon—it might pose a choking hazard, and he was still recovering in the rehab centre—but it was a thoughtful gesture. Her mum was still hovering around at home too, fussing over Grandma, obsessively cleaning everything. It felt harsh to say it, but Maya preferred it when her mum was away. She and Grandma had learned to cope; it threw them off balance when her mum tried to assert herself where there wasn’t any room.
Her mum chauffeuring them back and forth to see Grandpa was helpful, though. But driving was another thing Maya hoped to make her own stamp on—starting with her lesson with Jamie tonight.
First, she had her responsibilities as captain to fulfil.
She gathered the balls and the kit bag, making trips between the store cupboard and the changing rooms to set everything up. It helped to have her routine, to tick things off her mental checklist when so many other things were out of her control.
Her heart rate spiked when one of those unpredictable variables greeted her in the corridor.
“You want any help?” Jamie asked.
Maya’s eyes were drawn to her shapely calves and strong legs. She hadn’t known she had such an appreciation for those parts of the body, but they were quickly becoming a favourite of hers. So was the sight of Jamie in her Millton University tracksuit—a reaction she’d never thought would enter her mind. But what had felt so alien to her at first, so despicable, now squeezed something in her throat. The sleek black tracksuit they all wore before and after the match was sculpted to Jamie like it was made for her alone.
Her mouth pulled up into an adorable grin when Maya didn’t answer her. “Are you checking me out?”
Since they’d slept together, they hadn’t really addressed what was going on between them. It had felt wrong, in a way, to give the thought of Jamie so much weight when Grandpa was lying in his hospital bed.
Maya told herself it was just sex and not to get carried away—they hadn’t even kissed since she’d made her climax around her fingers. Did that mean it was over?
A few months ago, Maya couldn’t stand the woman. Now she found herself running through every situation in her mind. Maybe Jamie didn’t want to fool around because what had happened to Maya’s grandpa was a downer. Maybe having a fling with the captain was too irresponsible, as Jamie wanted to play professional football after graduation. Or maybe…she just didn’t want to.
Either way, heat flushed Maya’s cheeks. She was checking her out. Shamelessly.
What the hell has happened to me?
“Seeing as you seem to have lost your voice,” Jamie continued, amusement clear in her features, “possibly from how breathtaking you find me in my football kit, I’ll take that as a yes.”
Maya swallowed. “Would that be a problem?”
“Definitely not.” Jamie took a step towards her, and Maya’s chest tightened. She remembered that look in her eyes from their night together. The way it had pierced through her, the desire there. How it had made her want to hand herself over naked on a silver platter.
But something inside her head tugged her back. Fear? The little voice in her skull hated her—or actually, maybe it loved her too much and was too afraid to let someone close to those vulnerable parts.
There was also the implication for the team. Maya bit her lip, contemplating the other players’ reactions. She didn’t know why the tinge of embarrassment spread to her neck. She’d not done anything wrong, and yet it felt like she’d let them down in some way.
She needed to speak to Hannah and Maddie about it. They had their ways of talking her down off a ledge, especially when most of the time she couldn’t see she’d climbed up there in the first place.
With a sigh, she forced herself away from Jamie, bending down to unzip the kit bag and start hanging up the football shirts. When she stood again, Jamie grabbed her and kissed her, pushing her around the corner, back towards the showers.
Maya melted against her warm lips, letting Jamie guide her until she was pressed up against the white tiles. She gasped into her mouth, while Jamie’s eager hands caressed her waist and up to her nipples, teasing them through the fabric. All of her resistance dissolved under Jamie’s touch, and she pulled her closer, needing to feel the weight of her body against hers.
She slipped her tongue into Jamie’s mouth, earning a moan. Her clit ached at the sound, and she threaded her fingers through Jamie’s soft hair, giving in to the feeling, their kisses becoming more desperate.
It was hard to admit it, but kissing Jamie was pretty fucking amazing.
She unzipped Maya’s tracksuit top, her hands exploring her through the light material of her T-shirt. Maya dug her fingers into Jamie’s shoulders as she felt her lips brush the sensitive skin of her neck, planting soft kisses before sucking at her favourite spot.
Her knees almost buckled, goosebumps tingling across her arms. Oh god. Jamie’s hot mouth was waking up all her senses with a deep throbbing ache, lighting up every surface, setting off a giant neon sign with an arrow saying, ‘Touch me here and don’t you fucking dare stop’.
She whimpered, not feeling in control of her own body. She’d never been touched this way before. Purposeful. Desperate. Like the world would end if they didn’t get their hands on each other.
“How long have we got?” Jamie murmured against her neck, causing a shiver of pleasure to run down her spine.
Regretfully, she manoeuvred her wrist to see her watch and let out a painful sigh. “Like…two minutes.”
Jamie fisted the fabric of her shirt, tightening it across her nipples. “Shit.” She leaned back to look into her eyes. Her body was still pressing Maya’s against the tiles, and her chest was rising and falling rapidly. The logical side of Maya’s brain knew they needed to part and collect themselves—someone could walk in any minute—but there was something in Jamie’s eyes that held her in place.
A few beats passed, their laboured breathing the only sounds.
Then Jamie’s gaze softened, passing over her face. “You have no idea what you do to me, Maya.” She dropped her head, a huff of a laugh passing her lips. “I don’t know how I’m going to play football like this.”
A fiery jolt pinged between Maya’s legs. “Are you wet for me?”
Jamie hissed as Maya pressed her hand against her, dipping inside her tracksuit bottoms. She grazed her fingers over the soft material of her boxer briefs, groaning when she slid a finger up the slick fabric, finding it soaked. She rubbed soft circles, and Jamie slammed her palm against the wall to steady herself.
“Who’s lost their voice now?” Maya teased, immensely turned on by the gasps on Jamie’s lips.
Unable to stop herself, she slipped her hand underneath the material of Jamie’s boxers, dipping her finger into her wetness.
“Holy shit. Wet is an understatement.” Maya’s stomach clenched, desire coiling low in her navel.
I need to stop. I should stop.
Instead, she slid her finger deeper inside her, easily adding a second.
Jamie fell back against the wall, her eyes finding Maya’s. Her mouth opened to say something, but any words disappeared as she glided her fingers in and out of her.
Maya couldn’t stop. Jamie was trembling beneath her, already tightening, and she was addicted to the feeling. Jamie was so hot for her. What was she supposed to do? Her own aching clit hijacked her brain, making everything else fade away.
She quickened her pace, the sound of Jamie’s wetness spurring her on as it echoed through the changing room. Her blue irises were locked on Maya’s the entire time, her perfect pink mouth panting. She sucked on her bottom lip, savouring Jamie’s sweet taste before biting her neck. She’d missed her. Touching her chased away all the thoughts in her brain.
Fucking hell. Now I need a change of underwear.
“Maya, please…don’t stop.”
She captured Jamie’s lips with hers again—because of course she wasn’t going to stop. How could she? She had to make her come again. She couldn’t explain it, but Maya needed to feel her. Nothing else mattered.
Jamie moaned into her mouth as she kissed her, first hard and then soft, pinching her bottom lip and then kissing her again. Her legs shuddered beneath her.
The door flung open with a bang, and the two of them froze.
“Thomas?” Loud clunking steps echoed through the changing rooms, and panic shot up Maya’s spine.
Coach.
She slapped a hand over Jamie’s mouth, seeing her eyebrows pinch together in pure pain as Maya’s fingers stilled inside her.
“Thomas?” Coach called again.
Don’t come around the corner. Don’t come around the corner.
Her heart jumped into her throat, Jamie’s chest heaving against hers. She tried to hold her breath, like Coach was out there on all fours, sniffing the air like a tiger stalking her prey.
Jamie’s breath tickled Maya’s hand, but it felt too loud. Everything was too loud. Fuck.
More footsteps. The squeak of trainers against the floor. Then the door banged shut.
Maya waited a few more moments before removing her hand and stepping away. “Shit.” Her head spun, dizzy from the swirl of adrenaline and endorphins.
“Shit, indeed.” Jamie sighed, rearranging her boxers and trousers.
Maya scrambled out from behind the showers, straightening her clothes and resuming her duties. She pulled out a stack of blue shirts and hung them hurriedly from the hangers. Her breathing wouldn’t return to normal, the wetness between her legs distracting.
The team would be here any minute. Coach could come back. What would she say? She felt completely out of control. She should’ve been better.
Jamie appeared, taking some of the shirts from her hands. “Here. Let me help.”
Maya’s phone chimed, and she fished it out of her pocket, heart plummeting when she read the name on the screen.
Carly: I’m sorry I haven’t messaged in a while. Been super busy! But I just heard about your grandpa. I’m so sorry, Maya. I’m here for you. Anything you need. Let’s hang out soon xx
Thoughts of Carly had been far from Maya’s mind. Seeing her name, it was like someone had pulled the rug from under her, causing everything Carly to tumble out of the boxes where she’d been storing it, crushing her under its weight.
She reread her message, and nausea bubbled in her belly, multiplying further when she realised Carly had messaged her separately and not in the group chat. She didn’t need Carly to be here for her, not now.
So why did reading her words feel like a tight embrace?
She’d felt so elated, so euphoric just minutes ago, and now it was as though everything was crumbling around her.
“Maya,” she heard Jamie say, but she pocketed her phone, fingers rushing, failing to slip the shirt over the wooden hanger. “Are you alright?” When she didn’t respond, Jamie took Maya’s hand in hers. “Just breathe. It’s okay.”
Jamie’s own chest was still heaving, the pink tinge to her cheeks telling of their earlier encounter. Maya forced herself to look into her eyes. The blues and greys stirred together like gentle ocean waves. Something in Maya relaxed.
Jamie brushed her thumb over her hand. “What do we need to do next? Let me help.”
* * *
After the game, Jamie pulled into an empty parking space and stopped the car. Bright yellow streetlights poured in through the windows, and Maya peered out.
The Balti King.
“You want to go for Indian food?” she asked. “I thought you wanted to teach me how to drive.”
“The restaurant is shut on Wednesdays.” Jamie nodded at the empty car park. “That gives us a nice big area to play with. You said you had some lessons months ago, right?” Maya nodded, and she continued, “So, this is just to get you back into the swing of things.”
She jumped when Jamie squeezed her thigh.
Jamie laughed. “You don’t need to look so nervous. It’s gonna be fun. Come on.” She hopped out of the car, and they switched seats.
Maya ran her hands over the steering wheel, feeling the cool material under her fingers. A part of her couldn’t quite believe Jamie was trusting her with her car. For all she knew, Maya had been banned from driving after hitting too many pedestrians in her driving lessons—she hadn’t, but still, she could be a raging moron, trying to soar into the night sky via a vertical route up a lamppost. The truth was that after Grandpa’s first stroke, she’d just…stopped taking her lessons. It wasn’t a priority anymore. It felt selfish.
Jamie patiently recapped all the different parts for her: the clutch, the accelerator and—Maya’s current favourite—the brake. She checked her mirrors, and Jamie even let her adjust the driving seat so she was sitting bolt upright.
Her fingers gripped the steering wheel, thumbs rubbing in hard circles.
“Are you ready?” Jamie asked.
It was a simple question—and driving around the empty car park was a simple manoeuvre—yet Maya’s mouth struggled to form any words. When she was distracted, things went wrong. Whenever she let things go and focused on the moment, life seemed to spin out of line. What happened to Grandpa was proof enough of that. Maya needed to be focused. She needed to be present. She needed to be in control. When she wasn’t, life had a habit of throwing her a curveball.
She tightened her grip, knuckles burning white. “I don’t know if I should.”
When she’d lost control earlier, caught in the whirlpool of Jamie’s touch, Coach had nearly walked in on them. It’d thrown her into such a loop, she’d played a terrible first half. They’d scraped a win—just, thanks to one of Jamie’s thunderbolt shots—but Maya was the captain. She should be leading by example. Not knocking the whole team off balance.
And then there was Carly.
That pretty little headfuck pops up at the worst of times.
“What’s wrong?” Jamie asked.
Maya could feel her soft gaze in her peripheral vision, but how was she supposed to explain all of this to her? Mentioning the blonde woman who’d taken Maya’s heart and snipped it into tiny pieces seemed a major turn-off. Her thoughts weren’t easy to explain.
“I…shouldn’t.”
“You want to learn to drive, right?” Jamie asked.
“Yeah, I do, but—”
“Come on, then. Clutch down and move the gearstick into first.” Her voice was soft and encouraging. Before Maya knew it, she’d done what she said. “Remember about the biting point on the clutch? If you lift your foot slowly, you’ll feel the car respond.”
The car juddered as Maya lifted the clutch. She panicked, let go of it completely, and the engine spluttered and cut out, jumping them forward.
“Ah, shit. Sorry. I knew I shouldn’t do this. I—”
“Maya, it’s fine. It’s just stalled. Try it again. This time, if you feel it move too much, just press your foot back in again.”
Jamie was so calm and so gentle, Maya couldn’t help but listen and follow her instructions. Soon enough, she was driving around the car park—stiff as a board and as slow as a sloth crawling through slime—but still moving, nonetheless. After a couple of laps, she got quicker, moving into second and then third gear. The muscle memory came back to her, and then they were flying around in Jamie’s little Golf, with Jamie clapping and cheering each loop.
Maya pulled into a space—technically occupying two as she parked clumsily over the lines—and switched off the engine. They both let out a laugh, and she palmed the steering wheel.
“Okay, yeah,” she admitted. “That was really fun.”
“You’re a little speed demon. I should’ve known. It does make sense.”
“Shut up, you.” Maya nudged her but couldn’t keep the grin off her face.
“You did good.”
“Thanks. It felt good.” The fact she’d got an adrenaline rush from driving around the empty restaurant car park made her laugh again. She shook her head. “Thanks for this, Jamie.”
Jamie grinned. “No problem.”
“I think it’ll really help Grandma out if I can learn to drive.”
Jamie nodded, her eyes flicking over her face. “You’re allowed to do something for yourself too though, Maya.”
Her words hit a sensitive spot, and Maya glanced away. “Yeah. I know.”
Jamie’s hands found her face, turning it towards her. Maya’s breath hitched. She inched closer, then hesitated. Jamie’s words came out in a soft whisper. “Sorry. About earlier. I shouldn’t have jumped on you like that.”
“It’s okay.” Maya was surprised to find she meant it.
“I mean, with everything going on, I don’t want to make anything worse…or more complicated for you.”
“You don’t. Strangely, you actually make things better.”
Jamie’s mouth quirked, a flash of something unreadable in her eyes. Maya leaned in, feeling her breath on her lips, the gravitational pull tugging them closer. She soaked in the moment, the tension coiling in her stomach and the heat spreading up her neck.
She kissed her, burying her hands in her hair and sinking into her touch. Jamie’s mouth welcomed her, hungry and soft at the same time, in a way that felt like flying. It escalated quickly: hands squeezing and gripping, lips nipping and bruising. Jamie was everywhere and everything, pulsing through Maya’s veins, throbbing between her legs.
When they broke apart, gasping for air, Jamie laughed, the sound a little like disbelief. Her gaze met Maya’s, touching somewhere deep in her chest. “Yeah. Strangely, you make things better too.”



Chapter Sixteen
Maya
Maya pounded the door hard, grazing her knuckles on the wood. Please be in. Please be in.
Her heart raced. She’d run all the way there, and now she felt foolish. Nauseated. Ridiculous. Standing out in the hallway, it was becoming impossible to hold back tears. She brushed a few across her cheek and knocked hard again.
I should’ve fucking known.
The door finally opened. Maddie greeted her in her fluffy pink dressing gown, but Maya didn’t have it in her to smile or crack a joke.
Maddie took one look at her and tugged her through the door. Her panicked green eyes took in the state of her, wheezing and tearstained, hair swept by the wind. She shouldn’t have come here. Maddie hated strong emotional outbursts, and she didn’t want to make things worse.
They stood in the entryway. Maddie raked her hands through her black fringe, eyes darting over Maya’s face. “Maya—I—erm—”
“I’m sorry. Sorry.” Maya tried to smile, but her chin wobbled. She should’ve called first. Or texted, at least, but everything happened so quickly. “Hannah?” she asked.
Maddie shook her head.
Shit.
The last thing Maya wanted was to make Maddie uncomfortable, but it wasn’t like she could go to Jamie about this—not that she would put her problems on Jamie, anyway. In fact, she didn’t want to put her problems on anyone, but apart from crying in the street, she didn’t know where else to go.
“I’m sorry, I—uh—I’m not good at this.” Maddie flapped her hands, the crease between her eyes deepening. She glanced about the room, as if searching for a quick-fix plaster she could stick over this blubbering woman on her doorstep. “Hannah’s at netball, and I—uh… Wait.” She stopped suddenly, twisting back to face her. “Do you want to use my safe space?”
Maya nodded, and Maddie awkwardly guided her into her bedroom. It was exactly how she remembered it: pictures of Maddie and Alex stuck to the cream walls with Blu-Tack, along with pictures of Maya and Hannah. Maddie’s own artwork was strewn about her desk, a few signature coal sketches pinned behind her headboard. Her soft yellow bedspread was covered in stuffed animals, including a bear with a half-bitten ear that she’d had since she was a toddler. The sight usually made Maya smile; it was such a different aesthetic from the one Maddie showed in her appearance.
But today, Maddie ushered Maya into the corner and pointed for her to sit on her grey beanbag.
Maya sunk down, her body cradled like a big hug, and sighed, becoming one with the chair. Maddie flicked off the lights, and Maya was suddenly very aware of her ragged breathing. Her friend rustled about in the darkness, searching for something, but Maya could only make out her silhouette.
Finally, she let out a little yelp of glee and clicked a switch.
Thousands of stars lit up the ceiling, arching across in delicate curves. The projector whirred somewhere to the right of her, but Maya couldn’t look away from the warm lights slowly drifting around them.
It settled something in her chest.
“Do you want me to leave?” Maddie’s voice momentarily jarred her out of the floating sensation.
“Whatever you want to do is fine by me, Mads. Thank you.”
Without saying another word, Maddie lay on her bed, the slats creaking, to join the stargazing.
Maya wasn’t sure how long they stayed there, listening to the quiet ocean sounds playing through Maddie’s speaker, but the jingle of a key in the lock brought Maya crashing back to earth far too soon. Hannah was home.
Now she was calm, she didn’t want to have to explain herself, but she knew she would have to. Hannah would never leave it alone. Maya hoped she wouldn’t say ‘I told you so’.
The bedroom door creaked open, and Hannah poked her head in. The light from the living room polluted the space, fully bringing Maya out of the illusion.
“Everything okay?” Hannah asked. She was still wearing her red netball kit, auburn hair loose over her shoulders. “Can I join?” When Maddie answered, she stepped inside, closed the door, and took a seat on the floor next to Maya. “Has something happened?”
The waves crashed in the background. Maya wondered when she’d last been to the seaside. She couldn’t remember. Jamie’s comment about Whitby sprung into her mind, and she swallowed, feeling suddenly guilty.
“It’s…Carly,” she admitted, feeling a tinge of embarrassment about her emotional outburst. It had just been so unexpected; it had caught her off guard. She should’ve anticipated it, though, and that’s what she was angry about. Her own stupid naivety.
Hannah’s voice hardened. “What has she done?”
Her quick change in tone almost made Maya smile. Hannah was always the first to defend her.
Maya followed a star across the ceiling, waiting until it disappeared to let out a heavy sigh. After her first text, Carly had sent another, wanting to catch up at the Globe. It’d been a while since she’d wanted to hang out, just the two of them—something they used to do most weekends. Maya had thought that meant they might still share something, that all these years being friends hadn’t been just a waste. They could chat about Carly’s dance recitals, and Maya would explain the football rules for the millionth time. She’d tease Carly about the crappy reality TV she loved to watch, and they’d forget about the strains and the weirdness that’d worked its way into their relationship.
But instead, Carly wanted to introduce Maya to her new boyfriend, Luke Ingle.
Maya knew this was going to happen at some point. Carly was single, she could be in a relationship with whoever she wanted, but walking in and seeing her draped over his tall frame was a punch to the gut. She hadn’t expected it to hit so hard, but what hurt the most was realising how much time Maya had wasted on her…pining, torturing herself, and coming to the conclusion that everything her friends had been saying was right.
Hannah and Maddie listened as Maya talked it out. Being in the darkness helped. In Maddie’s safe space, Maya felt…well, safe.
Hannah reached out and took her hand. “I’m sorry you had to find out this way, Maya. You didn’t deserve that.”
“It’s okay. She didn’t know.”
Hannah huffed, her accent coming through stronger. “The woman must be blind if she couldn’t see the way you looked at her. But…never mind. It’s her loss. Right, Mads?”
“Right,” Maddie agreed from across the room.
The three of them laughed at Maddie’s awkwardness, and most of Maya’s sadness washed away, dispersed by the ocean waves and her two best friends.
“How do you feel about it now?” Hannah asked, releasing her hand so she could flop back on Maddie’s rug.
“It’s done,” Maya answered honestly. That part of her life, the Carly part, was over. What she’d suspected had proved true: Carly had never liked her romantically, and the fact she’d found somebody else was a clear message. Maya wasn’t used to letting things go; she guessed she didn’t really know how and had never thought she would have to with Carly. But if she were honest, she and Carly hadn’t been friends for a long time. Now she was over the shock of it, her mind actually felt clearer than it had in months. “We were never meant to be.”
“She never passed the Pot Noodle test,” Maddie said, her voice sounding far away.
“What’s that?” Maya asked.
“If she wouldn’t eat one with us, then she couldn’t be a good match for you.”
Her serious manner made Maya smile. She really meant it. “I guess that’s a good theory.”
Hannah snorted. “Maybe I should put that in my Tinder bio. ‘Must like Pot Noodles.’”
The three of them cackled, debating which flavour would attract the best suitor for Hannah. The artificial sky twinkled above them as they lay back and let the night pass them by.
* * *
After giving Hannah and Maddie a big squeeze, Maya left their apartment, feeling reflective. When her mum had offered to pick Maya up from Hannah and Maddie’s, she’d hesitated. The atmosphere between them hadn’t been great since Grandpa’s second stroke. Each of them were like passing ships in the night trying to avoid deathly icebergs, but Hannah encouraged her to lend an olive branch.
“You don’t need to make things harder for yourself than they already are,” she’d said.
I guess she has a point.
Yet as her mum’s white Audi approached, unease swirled in Maya’s belly.
“Hello, love,” she said, as Maya climbed into the passenger seat and shut the door. Her perfume hit her instantly, stinging her nose. Her mum checked something in the mirror—her make-up or potential road hazards, who knew?—and pulled out onto the road.
“Hey. Thanks for picking me up. How are you?”
“I’m not bad, thanks, love. It’s been a long day.”
When the return question never came, Maya’s skin prickled. I’m doing fine, Mum. Thanks for asking. Her barriers were held together with sticky tape after the earlier incident with Carly. Normally, fading into the background suited Maya fine.
She exhaled, determined not to let it bother her. “How was work?” she asked.
“Fine. Fine. Although Hunter did mention a potential client in Miami. Imagine! Miami.” Her mum’s expression took on a dreamy quality as she waited at the roundabout.
Maya wondered if that would be soon. It was strange, really. For so much of her younger life, she’d wanted her mum to be at home. Now she’d got used to her being away, she found herself craving the opposite. Did that make her a bad person?
“Of course,” she continued. “It depends on what happens with…”
With Grandpa? That struck a nerve. How could she be so blasé about it?
“What, so when he dies, you’ll go to Miami, you mean?”
Her mum snapped her head to scowl at her, but Maya continued looking straight ahead at the road.
“God, Maya, that’s not what I said.” The car indicator filled the silence. She waited until she’d turned right before clicking off. “Family comes first.”
Maya resisted the urge to scoff. Actions speak louder than words. She really didn’t want to fight or argue, though, so she bit her tongue. Her mum had offered to pick her up without her asking—which was nice of her. The trains at this time were dubbed “the creepy train” on campus, and could also be very unreliable at night, so she chose to let her mum’s words go.
“Did you have a nice time tonight?” her mum asked.
“Yeah, thanks.” Which wasn’t a lie either. After the Carly encounter, the three of them had stayed in Maddie’s room laughing until their bellies ached. She’d almost forgotten about the entire thing. “It’s always good to see them.”
“Good. And what about Maddie’s…partner. Is…are they still…?”
When she fidgeted awkwardly, Maya jumped in. “Trans. Yes. You can say it, Mum. It’s not a dirty word.”
“Maya! I never said anything—”
“And his pronouns are he/him. Don’t overthink it.”
Another awkward silence filled the car. It seemed they couldn’t go two minutes without finding something to squabble over. Maya wished she’d taken the train.
The streetlights cast yellow streaks across her jeans as they passed. She counted twelve before her mum sighed and spoke again.
“I’m sorry if I was offensive. I’m not up to date with all the latest stuff.”
Even that was problematic. As if Alex’s life was just a TikTok trend he’d jumped on board with.
Her mum tapped her freshly manicured nails on the steering wheel. “It’s just new for me. It wasn’t my generation. But I am trying, Maya.”
She tried to remember what Hannah had said before she left. ‘Don’t make things harder for yourself than they already are’. Easier said than done.
“I know,” she managed, through a clenched jaw.
But this conversation was a minefield of stuff that could go wrong. Luckily, they were almost home. She swallowed the rest of her sentence. Adding, I just wish you’d listen, to the conversation in her head instead.
She’d learned there was not much use in expressing her feelings; it only ended in an argument. Like the time her mum had redecorated her room when she was younger, from her favourite football themed to pink and purple. When eight-year-old Maya cried and was called ungrateful, she’d spent the night being comforted by Grandpa, drawing pictures to spruce up the walls. When Maya had come out as a lesbian, her mum had been more concerned about whether she’d get grandchildren than how Maya was feeling. ‘Don’t be so quick to label yourself. You’re too young to know.’ They hadn’t spoken for days after, neither of them knowing what to say. Not much had changed since.
Her mum continued drumming her nails on the steering wheel. It seemed she was holding something back, too. The air in the car thickened.
Maya didn’t want them to fight—she knew how much Grandma hated it. She was always the mediator between them, the voice of reason when they didn’t see eye to eye about football or Maya’s plans to become a Strength and Conditioning coach, but Grandma had enough on her plate as it was. Maya cracked her fingers and swallowed.
“Thanks for picking me up,” she said. “It’s nice to not have to get the train or bus.”
Her mum perked up, her smile showing her pearly white teeth. “No problem, love.”
They turned onto their road, and Maya was relieved they’d be home soon. “Any news on Grandpa?” she asked.
“No change since this morning.”
He’d been making steady progress at the rehabilitation centre. In a week, he’d be able to come home. The thought made Maya smile. She missed him.
“Although,” her mum continued. “There was something I wanted to ask you.”
She pulled onto the drive, and Maya’s insides tensed. Her mum usually came straight out with things.
“I have a date on Wednesday.”
Oh…okay.
“Grandma isn’t doing as well as she says she is. I hoped you could rearrange your football game so you can stay with her. I really need a night off.”
What? Is she serious?
“I can’t just rearrange the games, Mum. It’s a proper league. There are rules and—I’m the captain, for god’s sake—”
“Maya.” Her mum tutted and shook her head. “With everything going on, I thought you might let me have one night off.”
“Let you have one night off?” She clenched her fists, hot bubbling rage swelling in her gut. This was unbelievable. “You could’ve picked any day of the week, and it would’ve been fine. Just not that one. Don’t you understand…” She shook her head, tears pricking behind her eyelids. She hated frustrated crying. “It’s…”
Important to me. It’s my last year. It’s something that I need, too.
How could she not get that?
But her mum never asked about football. Or Maya’s upcoming exams. Or the decision that awaited her at the end of the year. She thought her career choice was a dead end. She didn’t understand Maya at all. They were too different.
The events of the night caught up with her again. Carly. The rejection. The nail in the coffin of their friendship.
Was she unintentionally signalling “treat me like a doormat”? Well, not anymore. If she had to accept her dead-end relationship with Carly, she could do the same here. Even if they were family.
She looked at her mother. Her dyed blonde hair and red lipstick. Those dark eyes flicking over her face with the same confusion she imagined was reflected in hers.
Family comes first? Yeah, right.
A crisis in the family was supposed to bring them closer together, not push them further apart. Maya didn’t know what to do with that. She didn’t know what else to say.
So, without another word, she got out of the car, leaving her mum in the driver’s seat, to watch her walk away.



Chapter Seventeen
Jamie
Jamie tore her gaze away from the old family photo that was hanging up in the kitchen. She used to love that picture. She’d scored the winning goal in the cup final for the Harriers’ junior team. Her blonde hair was shoulder length instead of the short cut she’d worn since she was thirteen, which showed how long ago it was, but she could still remember the true happiness she’d felt that day.
Now her mum could hardly bear to discuss football at all, and her dad…well, Jamie could hardly bear to be in the same room as him.
Her mum caught her looking at the photo but didn’t say anything.
“Did you put that up?” Jamie asked.
She shook her head and took a sip from her cup of tea.
Her dad’s blatant lack of thought about her mum made Jamie’s grip tighten around her mug. Actually, she wasn’t sure what made her angrier—her dad’s selfish behaviour or her mum’s refusal to call him out. Even after everything he’d done last year.
She couldn’t understand why her mum stayed with him. Cheating on her was one thing, but cheating on her with some of Jamie’s teammates was a whole other level. His abuse of power had been sickening—promising more game time to his favourites and benching the others. It had become less about the game he’d taught Jamie to love so much, and more about what sexual favours he could get out of it.
The fact that he did this under Jamie’s nose disgusted her; her mum deserved better. So did she.
He’d lost his position at the university when it came out, but as everyone involved was a consenting adult, no legal action followed. But Jamie’s life was made a living hell.
Being in this house made it hard to escape.
Her mum cleared her throat, tucking her hair behind her ears. She’d kept changing the colours recently, sporting a burgundy red this month, anything to try and make her feel better. “So, tell me more about our neighbour,” she said, nudging Jamie with her foot under the kitchen island.
Their house was beautiful and spacious, modern and clean, an upgrade in the market from their last house, but inside, it felt empty. No matter what expensive furniture her dad filled it with, it wasn’t a home. Jamie didn’t think it ever would be again.
She pushed those thoughts aside and thought about Maya, unable to stop the smile from forming on her face. “I like her a lot,” she admitted.
“I could tell that from seeing you two together.”
Jamie laughed, thinking about that first encounter in Maya’s house and how irritated she had been to see her. At the time, Jamie couldn’t believe her luck. Toying with the grumpy captain had been a highlight of her Harrier days. She used to think winding Maya up was the best feeling—but Jamie hadn’t heard her laugh then. Maya’s laugh—her real, unfiltered laugh—rivalled anything else.
“So, when do I get to meet her?”
“You’ve already met.”
Her mum nudged her again under the table. “You know what I mean. Properly.”
Jamie glanced down, blowing on the tea in her mug.
“What is it?” her mum asked.
“Well…I haven’t told her about any of this yet.”
“Oh.” Now it was her mum’s turn to glance away.
An awkward silence passed while the two of them sipped at their tea.
Mum sighed. “I know it’s still really difficult for you, but I’m glad you came over today.”
Jamie didn’t know what to say. She could hardly tell her mum how much she despised being in this house. The itchy feeling that came with it, like her body was being infested with creepy crawlies, or the sadness that threatened to anchor her down so she could never leave again. She’d only come because she’d been swamped by guilt and couldn’t keep putting off her mum’s invitations any longer. She hated how much her dad’s actions had impacted their relationship, too. Honestly, she wished her mum would leave him, so they could start to put this behind them and move on. She wanted the best for her mum, and her dad wasn’t it.
“How are you doing, Mum? Really?” Jamie asked.
The question hung in the air while her mum chewed her lip. “Let’s not focus on that.”
She sighed. “But I’m worried about you. It’s not healthy being stuck here on your own.”
“You could visit more.”
“No.” Jamie shook her head. “I can’t do that. I’m sorry, but I can’t.” She didn’t want to look at her mum and see the hurt on her face, but she forced herself to. “Why won’t you leave him?”
Her mum’s watery eyes flicked to her, and her chin wobbled. “I wish—”
The slotting of a key in the lock made them turn their heads. Dad’s timing was always impeccable.
Jamie’s stomach tightened as the door opened, and her father’s deep voice called out, “Jaim. You here?”
Momentarily, she wished she’d parked her car out of sight, so she could make a run out the back door. But she steeled herself. She wasn’t going to keep brushing it under the carpet.
She wasn’t down to play happily families either.
He entered the kitchen, dressed in a black work suit with a purple tie loose around his neck. She still couldn’t look at his face without feeling rage.
“Did you see the Manchester United game at the weekend? Three—”
“Actually, I was just leaving.” She stood, then leaned in to give her mum a kiss on the cheek. “I’m meeting Leah.”
Her mum’s demeanour radiated sadness, but she tried to mask it. “Okay, love. I’ll speak to you later.”
Jamie nodded, hating the emotions reflecting in her mother’s eyes. She wondered if her mum had always shrunk in her dad’s presence, or if she’d only noticed it after everything had happened. She couldn’t remember. Everything was tainted now. A before and an after that couldn’t be undone.
She sidestepped her dad in the doorway and walked out the front door without so much as a glance back.
* * *
“I’m just saying. It’s fairly obvious,” Leah said.
Jamie chuckled, lining up a shot in the middle pocket. “You had no idea until I told you about us.” She focused, pulled back the cue, then fired in the red to take a five-ball lead. Leah groaned, and Jamie flashed her a smile before moving around the pool table.
“I suspected. No one claims to hate someone that much if they don’t wanna fuck ’em.”
Jamie’s mind jumped to her ex-teammates at the Harriers. After what had happened, she wouldn’t touch any of them with a bargepole. “I don’t think that’s true.”
“Worked for me and my ex.” Leah shrugged. “Anyway, I saw it coming a mile away.”
Jamie picked her new shot and fired, missing the pocket by a few centimetres. Leah punched the air, then moved around the table to take her turn.
“You can’t expect me to believe that,” Jamie said. “Your gaydar is atrocious.”
“Hey!”
Jamie had played wingman to Leah after witnessing her repeatedly strike out at the bar. Her new friend seemed to have a superpower for singling out all the taken straight women.
Leah huffed. “Whatever. Even if Harriet and Noodle hadn’t mentioned it, I would still have known.”
So most of the team were talking about them. Hardly surprising. Jamie wondered what Maya would think about that if she knew. There were still so many things that were uncertain about their captain, but there was nothing Jamie enjoyed more than peeling back those layers and learning more about her. Knowing they were the team’s current hot gossip might make Maya freak out. She took her role as team captain very seriously, something Jamie admired about her, but would it make her close off and push Jamie away? Or would it force them closer together, make it impossible to deny that what was going on between them was real?
Jamie wasn’t even supposed to want that, but she couldn’t help it. The pure happiness she felt around her was addictive. Maya made her giddy, and it was infinitely better focusing on that rather than the sour happenings with her dad.
Thankfully, Leah was too busy concentrating to see the stupid smile on her face.
Leah slung her blonde braid back over her shoulder and squeezed one eye shut. Jamie had to smother a laugh at her concentration face. She scuffed her shot, spinning the white to collide with one of Jamie’s balls.
“Fuck. Two shots to you.”
“I thought you were supposed to be good at this game,” Jamie teased.
Leah gave her a playful shove before wrapping an arm around her shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “It’s you that’s freakishly good at everything. I used to be the Globe’s champion before you came along.”
“I highly doubt that.”
“Hey, Luke,” Leah shouted across the pub to a bunch of lads, who were all wearing various shades of the same Adidas top. “Didn’t I beat you that one time?”
A tall guy lifted his head, dark eyes glancing between them coolly. “Nah, you must’ve been dreaming about me again, Leah.”
She scoffed. “You wish, mate.”
“I’d beat you anytime, even with my left hand.”
One of his friends chipped in, “And they’ve both been out of business since he got with Carly.”
The group bellowed with laughter, and Luke clipped his friend round the back of the head.
“Jerk,” Leah muttered.
Jamie collected the white ball and lined up her two shots. If she played this right, she could end the game. She potted a red with a smash into the bottom pocket, manoeuvring around to tap two more into the pocket adjacent. One ball left.
“His girlfriend and Maya used to be really close,” Leah commented, after taking a long slug of her pint.
Jamie glanced up. “Oh, really?”
Leah nodded, a sly smile playing on her lips. “Yeah. I definitely think there’s some history there. You know, in my professional gay opinion.”
A little prick of heat ran up Jamie’s neck. “But they’re not close anymore?” she asked, as casually as she could muster.
“My ex used to be in Carly’s class, so I don’t get the gossip now. But I haven’t seen them together in a while.”
Interesting.
Jamie leaned on the table, sizing up her last move on the black to end the game and send Leah back to the bar for another round—even though she still hadn’t finished her own non-alcoholic beer yet. It was a simple shot, but her fingers wobbled. Thoughts of Maya crept into her head. She didn’t want Maya to see other people. The idea made her stomach tighten, and she blew out a breath.
You stupid, hopeless romantic. How had Maya managed to bury her way into Jamie’s heart so easily? So much for no relationship complications in your final year.
“Come on,” Leah complained. “Even I could make that shot.”
“You can’t rush brilliance.”
She steadied her hand, pulled back her cue, and just as she was about to fire, Leah hissed in her ear.
“Oh my god. She’s here. That’s Carly.”
Jamie swivelled her head so fast she was surprised she didn’t get whiplash. Her eyes flew to the pretty blonde who was bouncing into the Globe, standing out from the rest in her white jeans and pink sparkly pumps.
Maya and her?
Jamie didn’t know what to make of Leah’s comment. Her gaydar was the equivalent of a faulty satnav, directing people the wrong way down one-way systems and off a cliff edge. She decided she didn’t need to worry about it.
She avoided Leah’s inquisitive stare and focused instead on winning the game. She lined up her shot again, ears pricking at the high-pitched laughter coming from the group on the other side of the pub. Concentrate, Jaim. She pulled back her cue and smacked the black ball straight into the pocket. Unfortunately, the white ball spun and dived right in after it. She sighed. Game over. Jamie lost.
Leah cheered, finishing the dregs of her pint before looping her arm around Jamie’s shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “I’ve figured out your weakness now, Jamie. I think I’m gonna win a lot more games.”



Chapter Eighteen
Maya
Two weeks had passed since Maya’s argument with her mum, and neither of them had mentioned her date since. Maya took that as a win. Both eager to prove their point, whatever contest the two always seemed to be tangled in had intensified, and the house had never been cleaner or more organised. Grandpa was back home, recovering slowly, which helped divert their focus, but mostly the two of them had managed to avoid each other.
Now Mum was away for work again. Maya also had a mountain of other things on her mind.
Jamie cleared her throat, giving her best presenting voice. “What is the name of the condition that causes an exaggerated inward curve of the spine, typically in the lower back?”
“Lordosis.” Maya traced the intricate pattern of the tattoos on Jamie’s forearm, feeling the soft hairs rise in response. Their January exams loomed closer, and while they helped each other revise…among other things…Maya found it particularly challenging to quiz Jamie about English Literature. “Who’s…your favourite poet?”
“That’s…” Jamie shivered as Maya’s nails drew more patterns across her skin. “Far too difficult a question.” She adjusted herself so Maya’s naked body slid between her legs. “Sorry,” she said, chuckling softly. “Leg was going a little numb.”
“It’s fine.” Maya planted a kiss above her navel and stretched. She eyed Jamie’s stack of books on her bedside table. The collections of poetry by Lang Leav and Caitlyn Siehl, Sylvia Plath and Rupi Kaur. Maya wanted to leaf through them, like she’d find answers about Jamie between the pages. In truth, she’d struggled with English Literature at school; she didn’t really get it. Science, though—science made sense.
Maya was still learning about Jamie. Yes, she was annoying and loud and ate more Starburst sweets than a ten-year-old—but she was quiet in many ways, too. She secretly hoarded football cards and collectable fifty-pence pieces and forced Maya to always check her change, just in case. Jamie would light up when she was discussing anything about her course. The meaning was lost on Maya, but the way Jamie spoke about words made her want to understand. When Jamie wasn’t training for football, she loved nothing more than reading. Her softness drew Maya in; Jamie made her feel safe. Things were still difficult at home, but since she’d seen Carly and got some closure, it’d given her a push she didn’t know she needed.
“Have you applied for any jobs yet?” Jamie asked, pulling Maya out of her daze.
Millton University had a lot of connections with clubs and organisations for potential jobs after they graduated—assuming they passed their exams and got a 2:1. In her second year, Maya had had a temporary placement with the local men’s cricket team, shadowing a physio. The role with the women’s football team had been snatched up so quickly, and the sting of rejection lingered.
She sighed. She knew if she didn’t put herself out there, she’d never do anything at all, but she didn’t want to think about life after university yet. Time moved too fast. “Yeah. I know I shouldn’t put it off anymore. It’s just…a lot.”
Jamie brushed her fingers through Maya’s dark hair, tucking a strand behind her ear. “It’s normal to feel like that. I’m scared too. The pressure of failing…” Her thumb caressed Maya’s cheek. “But we can’t just sit and do nothing.”
“How about lie and do nothing?” she teased, stretching herself across Jamie’s navy bedsheets.
Jamie let out a soft laugh and dropped her hand. Her gaze followed the naked curve of Maya’s body before returning to her face. “You’ve nothing to worry about.”
That was easy to say. But how could she stop all the pressure mounting in her head? She had to get this right, to prove her mum wrong, to make her grandparents proud.
That seemed pretty big to her.
“Hey,” Jamie whispered, tilting her chin with her fingers so Maya was looking into her big blue eyes. “You’re gonna be fine. You’re Maya Thomas. She’s a badass.”
She couldn’t help but laugh. “Sometimes.”
“I think Rollchester would disagree, seeing as you completely marked their striker out of the game yesterday. She didn’t have a touch of the ball.”
Maya propped herself on her elbow. “And I guess this is the part where you want me to mention those terrific two goals you scored?”
A grin tugged at Jamie’s mouth, and she gave a playful shrug. “Getting compliments from the captain never hurts.”
“I wouldn’t want your head to get any bigger. You won’t be able to run soon, you’ll be so weighed down by your gigantic ego.”
Jamie chuckled, but Maya sensed a change in her, the way her mouth dropped. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”
“What is it?” she asked.
She sighed, tracing a finger lazily up her back. “I just keep thinking about the Harriers game.”
“It’s not for ages yet. We’ve got Christmas and the football tournament first.”
“I know.”
“Then what is it?”
Jamie chewed her lip, and Maya’s heart sped up in her chest. Was it an ex-lover on the team or just nerves? Jamie didn’t really speak about her time with the Harriers. Truthfully, Maya wasn’t sure she wanted to know about it; they were far past that point now. It felt like two different lives—the Jamie then and the Jamie now.
“There’s just a lot going on, isn’t there?” Jamie said, trying to sound chipper. “It’d be nice to get away for a while.” She snapped up straight, startling Maya. “Let’s do it!”
“What? Do what?”
“Go to the beach. Now. Let’s just go. We need this.” She jumped up from the bed, picking up her discarded clothes from the floor.
“We can’t just go to the beach.”
“Why not?” She pulled her Nike sports bra over her head—the woman was like a walking advertisement. “Oh, wait. Your grandparents?”
Maya hadn’t even meant that. She’d meant the idea of going to the beach on a whim. It felt like something Maya couldn’t do: be that spontaneous. Her mum was away for work, which made it difficult, but the way Jamie’s excitement fell from her face made her say, “Alright.”
“Really?”
“I’ll have to speak with Grandma first, though.”
Jamie leaped at her, knocking her back onto the mattress. “Oh my god, this is going to be so much fun.”
Her enthusiasm was infectious, and Maya couldn’t fight the huge smile on her face as she pressed her weight on top of her. She fought off Jamie’s attempts at tickling and pushed her onto her back. Jamie’s eyes dipped, and a ping of pleasure fired between Maya’s legs.
“We don’t have time for that right now,” she teased. “Come on.”
Less than twenty minutes later, Maya pulled up on their street and shut off Jamie’s engine. Her driving had improved a lot in the previous few weeks, even though she’d just been driving the same routes back and forth. A few days ago she’d stalled the car in the middle of a roundabout and knocked the wipers on max speed, all to the beat of Madonna’s “Material Girl”. But apart from that, she’d say she was doing pretty well. Her pedestrian tally was still at zero; that had to count for something.
“I’m gonna nip into my parents’ house to get a few things,” Jamie said, scratching at her neck. “Meet you out here in five?”
“Alright.”
As soon as Maya walked through the front door, Grandma ambushed her, eyes wide and the ever-present red tea towel held at her hip.
“Is that Jamie again?” she asked knowingly, her white eyebrows raised.
Maya hung her bag of study books over the banister, trying to act cool. “Maybe it was. Maybe it wasn’t.”
There was no use hiding things from Grandma. She’d not missed the amount of time Maya had been spending with Jamie, and the fire warming her cheeks was pretty telling.
“Do I need to inform the Witch Club yet? Linda can prepare a tip-top fertility brew. Her Cockerpoo had fourteen pups, you know—”
“No need for a fertility brew yet, Grandma.”
And being Linda’s guinea-pig certainly didn’t sound appealing.
A smile pulled at her grandmother’s mouth, and she bounced her eyebrows again. “You sure? You seem pretty smitten to me.”
“Grandma.” Maya resisted the urge to roll her eyes, knowing it would get her a clip with the tea towel.
“When are you going to invite her in?”
Maya opened her mouth to speak, but Grandma cut her off with a wave of her finger. “And don’t say it’s to do with your mother, because we both know she’s not here.”
Grandma had agreed not to discuss Maya’s new relationship with her mum, after she’d explained she wanted to take things slowly. Clearly, regarding the mention of Linda’s fertility brew, the message was getting distorted somewhere in the airwaves.
“I know young love makes you want to bottle it and save it all for yourself, but I’m getting old, dear. I want to see you happy.”
That struck a nerve. And dammit, Grandma knew it too, judging by the way she was aiming puppy eyes at her.
“You’ve met her already, Grandma. She sat right there on the sofa.”
“Mm-hmm. And a lot has changed since you couldn’t stand to look at the girl. Isn’t that right?”
If only you knew, Grandma. If only you knew.
So much had changed since Jamie had stepped foot in this house, but Maya couldn’t explain why she’d kept those parts of her life separate. She knew Jamie wanted to meet her grandparents properly, but she still had reservations. It felt like a huge deal, like it’d open the doors to weddings and U-hauls and bloody Linda’s fertility brew. She just wasn’t ready yet. The idea that this could end the same way things did with Carly was playing on her mind too. The last thing Maya wanted was to be an unsuspecting doormat again.
She decided to steer the conversation in another direction. “Do you have any plans tonight?”
Grandma wasn’t having any of it. “Me, your grandpa, and hours of soaps to catch up on. He’s delighted.” She gave me a pointed look. “And you?”
“Do you need any help with anything?”
“Nope.” She grinned. “What do you two have planned?”
Maya sighed. “Jamie asked if I wanted to go to the beach—”
Grandma clapped her hands together and squealed. “A romantic getaway? How lovely!”
Maya’s eyes did roll then, and Grandma flicked the tea towel at her. “Not a romantic getaway,” Maya said. “Just…a little road trip. We’ll be back later. I have classes tomorrow.”
“Your grandpa used to take me to Blackpool all the time. That was very romantic. Lots of visits up the Blackpool tower, if you catch my drift.”
“Grandma!” Maya’s hand flew to her mouth, and she laughed. This woman was ridiculous. “I don’t want to know that.”
She shrugged. “When you know, you know, dear. Love is funny like that.”
“You’re getting ahead of yourself.” She shook her head. “Anyway…I just wanted to check if you needed anything. Or Grandpa?”
“We’re fine. We have the leftover macaroni you made last night. Nothing to worry about here.” She shooed Maya with the towel. “Now get going. Be young. Have fun.”
Grandma had really blossomed at the idea of Maya having a social life that didn’t revolve around football training and studies. Maya just needed to permanently erase that Blackpool Tower comment from her brain. She was barely able to grab her sunglasses and coat before her grandmother practically shoved her out the door.
Jamie rested on the hood of her car, watching Maya descend the steps with amusement. “I assume we’re all good to go?” She grinned and waved behind her, and Maya spun to catch her grandma spying on them through the window. She wanted to make fun of them for their enthusiastic waving, but it was actually really cute.
“As long as I’m back by midnight.”
“Okay, Cinderella. A whole evening with you to myself? Lucky me.” She slid off the hood, and they both climbed inside the car.
The scent of Jamie’s car was a comfort, but Maya felt a little guilty about leaving her grandparents. She looked up and spotted her grandma, still spying on them through the window, and some of that dissipated. Grandma wanted her to go. She needed to stop overthinking it.
Jamie was right—they both needed this. A break from the stresses of exams and football and sickness and mothers. Thinking about seeing the sea sparked excitement inside her.
“You ready to go?” she asked, letting her eyes roam over Jamie’s jawline, and her cute little chin dimple.
“Absolutely.” Jamie reached out to cup her cheek then stilled, as if remembering Maya’s hawk-eyed grandma in the background. Instead, a huge grin stretched across her face. “But I’m picking the music.”



Chapter Nineteen
Jamie
As they passed the same peeling paint of the pier for the fourth time, Maya turned to her. “I think it’s time you admit you’re lost.”
Jamie drummed her finger against the steering wheel, finishing the chorus to an Erasure song before answering, “I’m not lost. It’s around here somewhere.”
The journey had gone fast, a combination of her speedy driving, the surprisingly quiet motorway, and Maya’s DJ skills—even if she was using her playlists. But despite arriving ten minutes ago, and there being places to park close to the arcades and the walkway to the beach, she’d carried on driving. There was a free place to park she’d found online that apparently all the locals used.
A fat seagull nosedived off a lamppost, expertly pinching a handful of chips out of an old lady’s paper cone. She thrust her fist after the bird, spilling more chips as she did so, and a flock of birds swarmed her feet.
“There! That’s it!” Her shout cut through the music. She pulled in behind a run-down red brick building which, judging from the limp sign hanging from the top, used to be a bakery of some sort. The place was deserted, the windows washed out, and the majority of the bays were empty. It was a little strange, even Jamie would admit, but she wasn’t worried.
“You sure you can park here?” Maya asked, eyeing the “No Parking” sign sprayed onto the brickwork in white paint.
“According to the Free Parking England Facebook group, we can.”
Maya laughed. “I still can’t believe you’re a member of that.”
“You can thank me later when we use the money we would’ve spent on the parking on something hot and sugary instead.” She gripped the car handle and flashed Maya a grin. “Ready, Skip?”
Without waiting for an answer, she exited the car, slamming the door behind her.
Maya followed, the wind immediately whipping her long hair around her face. “Jesus.” She shrugged on a navy puffer coat, zipping it up to her neck. “Isn’t it supposed to be sunny at the beach?”
“We’re still in England…and it is December.” Jamie pulled a large rucksack from the boot of the car and flung it over her shoulder. She tugged a navy beanie over her head, tucking her stray hairs underneath it. “Hardly the Caribbean Sea, but it’s all we’ve got.”
She held her hand out. Maya slipped her fingers into hers, and she hauled her off towards the pier.
Turns out December might not have been the best time to visit the seaside. Almost everything was closed. They did manage to find one arcade open towards the end of the pier, the musty smell bringing back memories of Jamie’s childhood. The old, wacky carpets, flashing lights and cacophony of clashing sounds from the machines rekindled that childlike excitement within her—something she’d never really lost.
Maya beat her at two games of air hockey, then Jamie whooped her arse at basketball hoops. They both sucked at the strange alien shooting game, dying in the early levels. It probably didn’t help that they’d spent the time making fun of the developer’s choice to give the female characters abnormally wide hips and breasts.
“And the NPCs never do anything, either,” Jamie said, with a shake of her head. “They must map them to just run in useless circles. It’s so frustrating.”
“Sounds like a nerd alert is coming on,” Maya teased.
They drifted through the arcade, eyeing the games with mild interest. By this point, they’d already been around once, but it was just fun being in Maya’s presence. Even food shopping with Maya would be fun.
Jamie hated losing, but Maya loved beating her. Seeing her smile was almost worth all the shit she gave her, and Jamie didn’t mind half as much as she pretended. She guessed it was small payback for all those games when she was a Harrier.
“You’ve done it now. The inner nerd is going to come out.” She laughed, turning to face Maya. “Did you know that even though women make up pretty much half of video game players, games still include twice as much male dialogue as female dialogue—sometimes even when there are female protagonists?” She leaned back on a two-pence slot machine and shook her head. “Some games don’t even pass the Bechdel test.”
“The Bechdel test?”
“It’s a test to see if a work features at least two female characters who have a conversation about anything other than a man.”
“Jesus.”
“And that’s not even getting started on the over-sexualisation stuff.”
Maya nodded. “Like the famous raider of the tombs?”
“Exactly. The tits on her defied science altogether. And do you know, she started off as a man? Then they switched and were like, ‘Let’s just put some huge, pointy bazookas on her. That’ll fix it.’” Jamie felt Maya’s stare. “What?”
Maya took a step closer, a sheepish grin stretching across her face. “You’re extremely cute when you nerd out.”
Jamie raised an eyebrow, her focus dropping to Maya’s mouth. “Is that so? In that case, I should probably tell you about Bechdel’s comic strip. The longest running queer—”
Maya captured her lips in a kiss, her hands wrapping around Jamie and pulling their bodies together. They fell back against the glass, the whirring and dinging of the machines pinging around them.
A sharp wolf-whistle erupted from behind, and they jumped apart. Maya looked about ready to open her mouth, to tell whoever the noise belonged to to mind their own business, but instead of a prepubescent teenage boy, there was an elderly woman hunched over a glitter-covered walking stick. Her grey hair was slicked back, and she wore an ankle-length camouflage coat draped around her shoulders.
Was this the whistler?
She waved her sparkly walking stick in a gesture of respect and disappeared behind a slot machine.
Jamie turned to Maya, pinching her eyebrows together. “What was that about?”
“I have no idea.”
“Maybe she just loves the gays.” She leaned back on the glass again, looking in the direction of the mystery woman with awe. “I want a sparkly walking stick like that when I’m older.”
“Oh my god!” Maya lurched forward, slamming her hands on the glass and making Jamie jump. “We have to get this for Grandpa.”
Jamie peered round to find what Maya was pointing at. “The Trotter van?” A tacky metal pin from the show Only Fools and Horses rested on the bed of copper coins in the machine.
“Yeah, he loves that show.”
Jamie tried not to focus on the fact that Maya still hadn’t introduced her to her family yet. Not since they’d…been doing whatever they were doing, anyway. She supposed she shouldn’t take it to heart—Jamie hadn’t introduced Maya to hers either, but that was with good reason. What was Maya’s excuse?
She hated all the rules of casual dating. The unwritten law of being cool and collected. She just liked to be herself, unfiltered. When she couldn’t be, a strange feeling descended on her. She pushed that feeling away, focusing instead on the pin and how excited it made Maya.
“Let’s win it for Grandpa then,” she said.
They spent the next hour feeding pennies into the slots, trying to edge the little van to the end of the drop. They’d definitely spent more money than the little novelty thing was worth, but Jamie didn’t complain; she was as focused on winning the pin as Maya was.
When it eventually tumbled over the edge with a waterfall of two-pence pieces, the two of them cheered so loudly, the sound cut through all the arcade noise. Jamie picked Maya up, twirling her around the dingy carpet.
She put her down, stupid smiles on both their faces, and Maya bent to scoop up the winnings. It felt like they’d just won the lottery.
If the lottery was a prize worth no more than £2.50.
But, still, they’d won, and that counted for something.
Jamie threaded her fingers through Maya’s. “You hungry?”
They left the arcade and bought some chips—Jamie drowning hers in vinegar—then she led them down the steps and onto the beach. They slipped off their shoes and socks to walk barefoot across the sand as the deep blue waves lapped against the shore. Gulls cawed above them, the fresh salty air calling them closer to the sea. She chose a spot away from the few dog-walkers and produced a blanket from inside her rucksack, laying it on the sand. Collapsing onto it, she kicked grains all over the red fabric. How she’d already managed to get sand everywhere was beyond her. She glanced at Maya, expecting a comment, but she just laughed, taking a seat beside her.
They sat quietly for a few minutes, eating their chips and looking out at the sea. Jamie couldn’t remember the last time she’d had so much fun.
But the darkening sky confirmed the day was coming to its end. That thought sunk low into her stomach, taking hold. She glanced at Maya and found a faraway look on her face.
“Where’d you go?” Jamie asked. “What were you thinking about?”
Maya watched a seagull dip and dive over the waves and let out a sigh. “About how I don’t want this day to end.”
Jamie smiled at that and popped another chip into her mouth. “That’s funny. I was just thinking the same. But I’m glad we did this,” she said, once she’d finished chewing. “It’s nice to get away.” She rested her empty cone beside her and blew out a breath. “It’d be great if we could just bubble ourselves off, wouldn’t it? Make time stop for a moment. Stay in this infinite loop.”
“Arcades, chips, and the sea? What more could we want?”
“Exactly.” She turned to Maya, grinning. “Plus, a couple more of those kisses wouldn’t go amiss.”
“You’d be lucky, vinegar breath.”
Jamie cracked into laughter. “What an insult. That cuts deep. What’s worse, though, are those chips of yours. They look as dry as breadsticks.”
“You clearly have an unhealthy obsession with vinegar.”
She shrugged. “There are worse things to be addicted to. I’ll take it.”
Maya paused, the waves crashing in the distance. “Is that why you don’t drink?”
She shrugged again. “Nah. I just don’t like it. There’s not really a story there. Just personal preference.”
“That’s fair enough.”
“What about you?”
The directness of her question seemed to catch Maya off-guard. “What? Why do I drink?”
“Yeah.”
Maya was quiet for a while, watching the waves sweep over the shore. Most of the beach had emptied now, apart from the gulls searching for any leftovers. “I guess I used to drink to forget.”
The ring of truth in her statement sounded sharp in the quiet, cool air around them.
“I thought whenever things got too much, it…helped,” she went on. “I don’t think it really did, though. It just made things worse.”
“What did you want to forget?” Jamie asked quietly.
“Everything.” Maya stopped eating her chips and propped the half-full cone between her legs. “Grandpa, my mother, this feeling that life is just constantly running away from me.” She swallowed. “Carly.”
That was the girl Leah had mentioned. Hearing another woman’s name leave Maya’s lips made Jamie’s heart plummet. But Maya didn’t open up often, and she wanted to be there for her. She reached her hand out to graze hers. “You wanna tell me about her?”
“She was my best friend. I thought we had something, but I don’t think she ever felt the same. It’s different now… Honestly, I think we just outgrew each other.”
Hearing Maya admit things were over with the pretty blonde electrified her, and she nodded, relief coating her head-to-toe. Jamie tried her hardest to swallow the smile threatening to stretch across her face. “It happens. It sucks, but yeah, it happens.”
Maya hummed, traced her fingers over Jamie’s skin. “What about you?” she asked. “What do you want to forget?”
Jamie should’ve been expecting the question to come back at her, but hearing the words came as a shock. She wanted to open up about what a terrible year she’d had, and why she’d left the Harriers, but finding the place to start was difficult. Jamie had tried, she really had, but Maya had so much going on with her own family, it felt wrong to bombard her with her own problems. The words just wouldn’t come out.
But Maya had been honest with her, and she wanted to return the favour. She owed her that and doubted she was going to get a better opportunity than the present. She chewed her lip and let out a short sigh. “Well—”
A blur of white bombed them from the sky, and they both screamed. Chips flew into the air, and a high-pitched squawk ripped through Jamie’s eardrums.
“What the fuck?”
They ducked, feathers and potatoes at war, until the seagull screeched, carrying away its cone prize onto the pier.
They both looked on with astonishment, as the reality of being robbed by a seagull settled in. Then they erupted in laughter, falling back on the blanket. Sand had got everywhere. In Jamie’s hair, her shoes, even her mouth, but she didn’t care. She lay on the blanket, and Maya joined her; her belly ached as the two of them tried to regain their breath.
It had been a perfect day. The idea of this trip had been for them both to get away from their problems for a while—to forget. She could hardly put a dampener on it now, could she?
Then she had an idea. The perfect way to get your brain to forget everything. She jumped up, sprinkling more sand everywhere. “Come on,” she announced.
Maya frowned. “What? No. I don’t want to go yet.”
“No, not that.” A grin pulled at her mouth. “Time to go swimming.”
“You can’t be serious.”
Jamie bent to rummage in her rucksack and pulled out two blue-striped towels. She tugged Maya up by the hand, her grin getting wider. “Come on, Skip. You know how good cold-water immersion is for the body. I quizzed you on it earlier. Increased blood flow and decreased metabolic activity—plus all the endorphins.”
“That might be true, but diving into a freezing cold English sea does not sound appealing right now.” Despite her reservations, she let Jamie pull her down the beach. “I haven’t got anything to swim in.”
Jamie just raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t either.”
Maya’s mouth quirked.
“I thought that might get your attention.”
Maya cursed as they got closer to the waves, the sand dampening under foot. They paused at the water’s edge, robbing seagulls circling above, taunting them. She let out a groan, but that only encouraged Jamie more.
She dropped Maya’s hand to pull her jumper and T-shirt over her head. A quick glance around confirmed the seafront was empty, save for a few faceless silhouettes in the distance, but that did little to calm her thundering heart. It wasn’t the first time she’d skinny-dipped, but doing it with Maya was a whole different type of thrill.
Her eyes met Maya’s in a challenge. “Come on, Skip. Don’t tell me you’re scared?”
Maya’s eyes narrowed, and she huffed out a sigh. “Fuck it.” She unzipped her coat, then removed her jumper and T-shirt. The wind chill immediately nipped at her skin, rippling goosebumps everywhere. Jamie’s belly fluttered. Her eyes were drawn to Maya’s perfect stomach, then her nipples as they pushed through the fabric of her bra.
“And the rest,” she said, raising her eyebrows.
“You too.”
She nodded, holding Maya’s gaze before tearing her bra over her head and stepping out of her boxer briefs.
Fuck, that is cold.
Maya cursed Jamie—then herself, for following her instructions. Jamie just grinned, utterly ecstatic that she’d convinced her to strip completely bare on this random beach on the east coast of England. Their eyes met, and she grabbed Maya’s hand, heart flying higher than the birds in the sky above them.
They screamed together, then charged straight into the cold sea.



Chapter Twenty
Maya
Maya rolled onto her back with a groan, peeling away the sheets stuck to her with sweat. The movement quickly evolved into a chesty coughing fit. With Christmas only two days away, it was perfect timing to be struck down with a nasty fever and a cough that had aged her fifty years.
Just brilliant.
Her small, cluttered room felt like a furnace, with stale air mingling with the faint smell of menthol wafting from a half-used tub of vapour rub on her nightstand. She cursed the festive decorations, despising the blinking fairy lights with every breath, but she was too tired to drag herself out of bed and turn them off. They were her mum’s idea, but the lights, along with the fake pink Christmas tree, only highlighted how far she felt from the holiday cheer.
She hated being ill. Lying around all day in a bed of germs, just wishing time away. Not being able to help or do anything at all useful. Just a sack of skin pathetically expelling carbon dioxide in an effort to see another day.
Yes, I may also get a tad bit dramatic when I’m ill… Just a smidge.
She huffed again and reached for a crumpled tissue. This cold was kicking her arse. She was supposed to be using the Christmas break to study for her exams in January and spend time with her family, not lie in a bed coughing up slime.
She groaned again, leaning into her self-pity party. Her mum and Grandma had both gone out for last-ditch Christmas shopping, and there was no way Grandpa could hear her over the blaring telly in his room. So she just let it out, hoping the gay gods might take pity on her.
Her phone vibrated, and she plucked it up off the duvet. Her heart leaped reading Jamie’s name on the screen. She hadn’t seen her for a few days, ever since this demon had infiltrated her body. She totally blamed the illness on Jamie for forcing her to swim in the freezing English sea.
Jamie: Can you muster enough strength to let me in?
Jamie had been wanting to see her, but she didn’t want her to get ill before the holidays.
Maya: No can do
Jamie: Pleaseeee
It’s my last chance to see you before we go to my aunt’s house
Anddddd your mum is out so I know you’re dying for a cup of tea
Maya smiled at her screen.
Maya: Are you spying on me?
Jamie: Maybe just a little bit
Maya: I don’t want you to get sick
Jamie: I don’t want to not see you for a whole week
And I have a superior immune system
Try me
Maya sighed. Jamie had been like this the whole time. It was cute that she wanted to see her, but god knows what she looked like. She opened her front camera and recoiled. A brown-haired gremlin peered back at her. Not a chance.
Her phone vibrated again.
Jamie: Please
I miss you
She reread the words, feeling them weave around her heart and squeeze.
Dammit. She missed her, too.
She forced herself to sit upright, an avalanche of tissues tumbling down her chest, and slowly made her way down the stairs and to the front door.
When she opened it, Jamie’s mouth dropped. Her eyes widened as she took in Maya’s dishevelled appearance, her short blonde curls dancing in the chilly breeze. “Wow. You look terrible,” she said, her voice a mix of concern and teasing.
“I’m so glad you came,” Maya grumbled, pulling the covers tighter around herself.
Jamie shuffled inside, closing the door behind her, and Maya painfully made her way back upstairs.
Arms wound around her, lifting her up, and she squealed. “What are you doing?”
“It’s just too painful to watch.” Jamie carried her up the last of the stairs, and after Maya had nodded which way, took her into her room and laid her on the mattress. “Jesus. It’s like a crypt in here. Let’s get some fresh air in.”
She opened the window an inch, tucking one curtain behind the radiator. When the cool air reached Maya, she started shivering. She pulled the covers higher around her neck. Her head pulsed, like her inner demons were playing a game of air hockey in her brain. Ping. Ping. Ping. She rubbed her temples, willing it all to quieten for just a moment.
It wasn’t until Jamie let out a soft chuckle that Maya realised this was the first time she’d been in her room, her own personal space. Her eyes snapped open. Her gaze caught on the piles of tissues now littering the floor, the clothes abandoned in a heap, and the collection of dirty glasses on her bedside table.
And Jamie was seeing her room like this.
Wonderful.
Her attention moved to Jamie, surprised to find her looking out the window instead of judging the shitshow around them. A pair of light blue boyfriend-cut jeans clung to her legs, and she was wearing an oversized forest green jumper. She turned to her, that silly Jamie grin on her face, and Maya’s belly flip-flopped.
A violent cough ripped from her throat, and Jamie hurried over. She batted her away with the duvet, exhausted from the effort.
“Keep away!”
Jamie laughed.
Maya poked her head from the cocoon to scowl at her. “I don’t want you to get sick.”
“I’m standing in your germ dungeon. There’s little hope left for me now.” She took a step forward, and Maya covered herself with the duvet again. “Maya.” Her voice took on a serious tone, sending flutters between Maya’s legs.
At least that part of me is still working.
“Stop being so bloody stubborn. Have you eaten yet?”
She shook her head, not caring how ridiculous she must look. She just wanted to be better already. She had too much going on: Christmas, exams, football. She couldn’t afford to be ill.
“I brought soup,” Jamie said. “Enough for your grandpa, too. Do you want some?”
She brought some for Grandpa? Maya was glad Jamie couldn’t see her face, because she was swooning hard. Jamie mistook her silence for defiance and huffed again.
“Maya. Can you just let me take care of you?” She paused. “Please.”
Maya poked her head out and met Jamie’s soft eyes. “Fine.”
Jamie disappeared in a whirlwind, leaving disbelief in her wake.
Maya shut her eyes, chest weighing heavy, and listened to the downstairs cupboards opening and closing, creaking in the classic way they did now Grandpa had stopped doing any maintenance.
A soft hand brushed Maya’s forehead, and she woke, startled. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep.
“You’re burning up,” Jamie murmured. “Take these.” She handed her some paracetamol and a glass of cold water.
After she’d taken them, Jamie placed a tray on her lap, one of Grandma’s classic chicken-patterned ones, with a bowl of steaming-hot tomato soup.
The delicious scent caused Maya’s belly to rumble. She glanced up at her. “Did you make this?”
“No need to look so surprised, Skip. I’m a mean cook.”
“You…cook?”
Jamie chuckled, taking a seat on the bed. “Just eat it.”
She managed a few mouthfuls. The warmth eased her throat and settled her stomach. It was flavourful too, not that she’d admit that to Jamie. When she couldn’t eat anymore, Jamie removed the tray from her lap and disappeared again to tidy downstairs.
Maya must’ve fallen asleep again.
“I’ve left the rest in the microwave for you and your grandpa,” Jamie said quietly when she returned. She joined Maya on the bed. “How are you feeling?”
“A little better. Thank you.”
Jamie smiled and opened her arm to her. “Want a cuddle?”
Pushing any reservations away, Maya leaned into her chest, burying herself in her warmth. Her aftershave was familiar, mixed with her coconut shampoo. She’d missed her more than she cared to admit. Her smell felt like home.
This damn illness is definitely kicking my arse. This was Jamie Mellor. The same Jamie Mellor who’d wound Maya up for years with her cheeky comments and arrogance. And now Maya was snuggled into her, calling this woman’s scent home.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” she whispered, instantly wondering why the hell she’d said those words out loud.
A low rumble came from Jamie’s chest. “What do you mean?”
“Nothing. It’s the…fever talking.”
Jamie brushed her arms with her fingertips. Her heartbeat thudded away inside her chest, grounding Maya.
“I had a little moment earlier myself too,” Jamie said. “Looking out the window at my parents’ house…I remembered the first day, when I saw you up here. Spying on me.”
Heat flushed Maya’s already hot face, and she squeezed her eyes shut. Jamie saw her. The day they moved in… Oh, god.
“So I guess I can’t quite believe I’m here either.” Jamie chuckled, holding Maya a little tighter. “I thought it was just another nosy neighbour, then when you walked in through the door…” She laughed a little louder. “I couldn’t believe it. I always loved playing Millton. It was so much fun winding you up and teasing you. Beating you, too, of course.”
If Maya had the energy, she’d pinch her. She settled for punching her with her eyes instead.
“You must be really unwell if you’re letting that go,” Jamie commented, the corners of her lips turning upwards.
“I’ll get you back for it later,” she mumbled, fighting a yawn.
“I hope so. Right, shall we watch something shit on Netflix?” Jamie rearranged the pillows and bedding, and Maya’s body curved into her, warm and safe.
She’d fallen asleep before they’d even chosen something to watch.
Jamie’s laugh disturbed her, along with the sharp rise and fall of her chest. Groggily, Maya leaned back, temporarily lost in this strange vision of Jamie in her bed.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“It’s alright.” Maya stretched her back, relieved some of the earlier head fog seemed to have dissipated, for now. And those damn demon air-hockey headaches.
“You’ve been asleep for an hour, though.”
“Have I?”
Oh, shit. That meant Grandma and her mum could be back any moment—and having them meet Jamie this way was so not the way Maya wanted it to happen.
“What time is—” A chesty cough hijacked her sentence, and Jamie helped her sit up. “Ugh! I hate being ill.”
“It’s nearly quarter to four.” Jamie pressed the back of her hand to Maya’s forehead. “You’re getting hot again. You should try and sleep some more.”
Maya sighed, croaking like an old door about to fall off its hinges. “They’ll be back soon.”
She didn’t want to look at Jamie, to see the hurt she’d failed to disguise on her face. She wanted to introduce her to her family—she did, just not like this. Her mum was going to be a nightmare; she needed to be at full fitness to survive it.
“I’ll leave in a minute, then.”
You’re an asshole, Maya. She looked up at Jamie, noting the way she was nibbling on her bottom lip. Jamie caught her staring and squashed it into a smile.
“After exams,” Maya said. “I want you to meet them properly.”
Jamie grinned, her entire face lighting up. “Really?”
“Yeah.”
Jamie’s eyebrows drew together, and she shrugged. “I don’t know. Sounds pretty serious.”
Maya tried to punch her with her eyes again but broke into another coughing fit.
“I was only joking. No need to be so dramatic,” Jamie teased. “I’ll give you your Christmas present, and then I’ll go.”
A sharp panic flashed up Maya’s spine. “Christmas present? I thought we agreed we weren’t going to get each other gifts.”
“Calm down. It’s just a little something. I promise.” Jamie moved off the bed, rummaged in her backpack and pulled out a soft rectangular present, wrapped messily in reindeer wrapping paper.
“That’s more than a little something,” Maya scolded, eyeing the sizeable package as Jamie placed it on her lap.
“Are you really going to complain about presents now?” Jamie rolled her eyes. “Maya…just open it.”
She huffed, shaking her head in defeat. “This better not be expensive.” She slipped a finger under the many layers of tape, letting out a laugh when Jamie had to help her remove it. Then she ripped across the length of the paper, exposing the soft black fabric underneath.
It was Jamie’s jumper. The same one she’d given her after driving her home the first time. The one she’d kept and used as a comfort when Grandpa was in hospital. Maya had left it at Jamie’s place a few weeks ago, but now she was…giving it back?
She glanced up at her.
“I want you to have it.” Jamie’s focus fell on the jumper in her lap. “I miss seeing you wearing it. It was…really hot to see you wearing my clothes.” She scratched the back of her neck before meeting her gaze. “But I get if you don’t want to…I know it’s quite a statement—”
“I love it.”
Her eyes crinkled. “Yeah?”
“I missed wearing it, too.”
Jamie smiled wider, then leaned in to kiss her.
“Get back!” Maya held the jumper up to ward her off, and Jamie groaned.
“You can’t be serious. If I’m in here, I might get your lurg anyway. Might as well get a kiss too.”
Maya’s focus dropped to her pouting mouth. Those plump lips begging to be kissed. It had felt like a lifetime since she’d been holed up in this room. And she wasn’t going to see Jamie for a week now.
“But I don’t want you to get ill for the tournament.”
“It’s weeks away. It’s fine. Now, come here.”
Jamie’s soft lips brushed against hers, tentatively at first, before kissing her harder. Her touch awakened Maya’s libido; she brought her hand behind Maya’s neck, pulling them closer, deeper. Suddenly, Maya couldn’t breathe. She pulled away, wheezing.
“I’ve still got it,” Jamie teased. “Leaving the women breathless.”
Before Maya could say anything, a car door slammed outside, and their heads snapped to look at the window.
Jamie leaned forward. “Your mum’s here.”
Shit.
Maya’s eyes darted around the mess of her bedroom, searching for a place for Jamie to hide. She could try the wardrobe…but it was a little flimsy in its old age. What about under the bed?
Jamie moved apart the curtains, flashing sunlight in Maya’s eyes. She slid the window higher, and a gust of wind blew through the room.
“What are you doing?” Maya hissed.
Keys jangled in the front door, followed by the sound of her mum calling, “Maya!”
“Going out the window,” Jamie said.
“How can you say that so casually?”
She shrugged, the wind caressing her short blonde curls. “It’s not the first bedroom window I’ve snuck out of.” She blew a kiss. “Have a great Christmas, Skip. Get better soon.”
And with that, she was gone, leaving Maya wondering if Jamie had really been in her bedroom or if it was just a fever apparition.



Chapter Twenty-One
Maya
It was no secret to the team that Maya and Jamie had become a lot closer over the past few months, but they still hadn’t come out and told anyone yet. That was probably because of Maya.
Who was she kidding? It was definitely because of Maya.
But when Noodle switched places on the coach so she and Jamie could sit together, it was clear what none of them had said out loud. They knew.
They were on their way to the annual university tournament at Birchwood Manor. Separate from their main university season, it was a nice interim between the Christmas break and the championship resuming, helping to get the team back into shape. The weekend consisted of short twenty-minute matches, a night out celebrating the winner, and an award ceremony the next day. If previous years had taught them anything, it was that the ceremony would be spent mostly trying not to throw up—or trying not to follow in Aiysha’s footsteps and fall off the stage and into the arms of a member of the faculty.
But with Maya continuing to curb alcohol, and Jamie not being a drinker either, this year might be different. It was already different for a plethora of other reasons.
Jamie’s head rested on the glass, her body rocking with the movement of the coach. Despite her claims of having a “superior” immune system, she’d contracted Maya’s sickness and spent the first week of the new year in bed. She’d sworn to Coach she was fit enough to play in the tournament, but Maya had never seen her so quiet.
Nobody wanted to miss this weekend. Millton had a great track record of wins here. As the Harriers weren’t usually involved in the tournament—participation was by invitation only, and apparently there was some drama that had got them banned years ago—it was Jamie’s first time.
The coach pulled up at the front of Birchwood Manor. The gigantic stone building used to be a private boarding school before the owners passed away and their children sold it. It had since been renovated to house residential trips or sports events like this one. The huge wings on either side contained dormitories, and the large gardens had been funded to house two top-of-the-range Astro pitches, as well as various other equipment inside the great hall. Coach checked them in at the desk, and they scurried along the freshly mopped corridor, chattering like excited children.
Noodle and Aiysha linked arms at the front of the group, eager to pick the best beds. Maya always let the others choose what they wanted first. It made no difference to her—they were all the same cheap wooden bases anyway. The main advantage to look for was positioning yourself away from the snorers in the group—Megan and Harriet. At least Coach was in a separate room, although sometimes they could still hear her through the thin white walls.
Inside the cramped room, people dumped their bags on beds, claiming them. When Leah stopped Megan from taking the bunk bed in the corner of the room, casting a glance at Jamie instead, that curious feeling tangled itself in Maya’s gut again.
Did the team mind? Jamie didn’t seem to. She was chatting with some of the others, passing around a bag of Starburst while Leah took song requests for her speaker.
Before Maya could put her bag down, Jamie appeared in her eyeline. Seeing Jamie, looking clean in her black Millton tracksuit, really did things to her.
“Bagsy the top bunk,” Jamie said.
“I prefer being bottom anyway.”
Jamie leaned closer. “That’s not how I remember it.”
“Shut up.” Fire spread to Maya’s cheeks, and she playfully shoved her, focusing on pretending to unpack her bag on the bed. Luckily, Coach stormed in, clapping her hands and demanding everyone follow her outside.
They had a short tour of the grounds, met the organisers, and had a quick lunch in the cafeteria. Their first game was at twelve in the afternoon, and Coach wanted them to get warmed up with plenty of time to spare.
The air had a bite to it, but the sun poked her head through the white puffy clouds. Coach even brought out the pink shades that made her look like Elton John.
The universities were split into two groups of four, with the top two teams playing in a final to determine the winner. It meant they’d all be playing for most of the day, with the final being held under bright floodlights when the sunlight ebbed away.
Maya led everybody in the warm-up. The burn in her muscles awakened her, pulsing endorphins through her body after so long lying horizontal in bed—and not the good kind of lying horizontal. The rest of the team chattered as they thumped the balls to each other, laughter carrying on the breeze. Everyone was in good spirits; they were ready to bring back another tournament win.
The first two games were easy victories. Jamie and Aiysha both scored hat tricks, and Megan, their keeper, didn’t even have to make one save. The third game was more challenging. The opposing team had a couple of skilful players in midfield that Noodle had a hard time keeping up with. Jamie scored the winner, though—of course.
The fourth ended in a draw. No matter how many shots Millton had, the ball wouldn’t go into the net. Coach huffed and puffed, stomping up and down the sidelines, but their team still topped the group and were through to the final.
Their opponents went by the name the Hornets. Though the Harriers weren’t participating, Coach informed everyone that this was their sister university—a sports college situated just north of London.
The team collected their water bottles and gathered in a circle, red-faced and panting, their breath swirling patterns in the crisp air. The Christmas break had done their fitness no favours, but that was one of the reasons for taking part in this tournament—to kick them back into focus.
Maya brushed back some loose hair that was stuck to her forehead and blew out a breath. Sixteen pairs of eyes looked back at her expectantly, but she was used to these talks. The expectation didn’t scare her; it fuelled her, and she deliberately looked into everyone’s eyes as she passed around the circle. All except Jamie, who fiddled with the laces on her new Nike boots.
Maya clapped her hands. “First, well done, everyone. It’s not an easy task to dive straight back in after the break for Christmas. We played well, but we definitely need to talk more on the field. It’s still too quiet out there. All I can hear is the sound of my own voice. And you know how annoying that is.”
A ripple of laughter spread through the group, and she continued, “Focus on using the width of the pitch and getting the ball to Tiny and Leah on the flanks. They say they’re the fastest on the team, so test ’em.”
“You got it, Skip.” Leah saluted, earning a grin from Jamie.
“Let’s crowd the box and get crosses into Jamie and Aiysha. Noodle, don’t be afraid to have a shot, either. I know you have a lucky foot once in every blue moon.”
She spotted a group of red shirts spilling onto the pitch through the doors. The Hornets. They pointed their heads Millton’s way, assessing them curiously, before heading to the other side of the turf. Their whispers and laughter caught the attention of more than a few of the group.
If the Hornets were anything like the Harriers, mind games were their forte. Maya didn’t want to give them half a chance.
“Don’t look at them,” she said. “We focus on us.” Coach gave a nod of approval, and everyone’s attention fell back on Maya. “Jamie,” she said, “do you know anything about the other team that we should know about?”
“I…uh…don’t really know much about them, no.”
“But we know all about her,” one of the Hornets shouted as she passed by. The woman’s sneer passed over the group, before she turned to her friends and cracked out in laughter. Her comments became indistinguishable as she walked away.
“Don’t pay them any attention,” Maya snapped, noticing Aiysha eyeing the Hornets over her shoulder.
“Thomas is right.” Coach stepped in. “Their mind games are a sign of weakness. They’re intimidated by us. Bloody let them be.”
Coach continued her speech then went over the line-up for the game. Despite Maya’s own advice to focus, her gaze kept finding Jamie. Her mouth was squashed into a hard line, the creases between her eyebrows deepening. Anyone else might think she was concentrating on Coach’s words, but Maya knew her by now.
The comments of the other team had bothered her.
Jamie’s eyes flicked to Maya’s. Before she could give her a reassuring smile, she glanced away. A small pit of dread opened in Maya’s stomach. She hated seeing her upset.
They know all about her? What the hell did that mean?
After a warm-up drill in which Jamie misplaced multiple passes and lost control of the ball, Maya caught her elbow. “Hey, are you alright?”
“I’m fine. I’m just a bit tired…from being sick.”
They walked towards the sideline, out of earshot of the others. “You sure that’s all it is?”
Jamie’s gaze stayed cast downwards. “Yeah. I’m just recovering.”
Maya nudged her. “That’s what you get for forcing me into the sea.”
“I already got punished enough with the parking ticket,” Jamie grumbled but gave her a small smile. The tension that was coiled in Maya’s stomach loosened a bit.
The referee whistled for the captains to join her for the coin toss and handshake. Maya gave Jamie’s arm a squeeze and jogged over.
It was on.
The Hornets, like their sister university, were a physical side, using their shoulders and strength to shield the ball and knock the opposition off balance. Millton needed to meet them at that level.
“Step it up!” Maya shouted, pushing the defensive line up the pitch. She checked her shoulder, noting where the Hornets’ striker was, before turning her attention to the ball. Leah called for it on the wing, and Noodle lofted a perfect through-ball for her to run onto. With a quick flash of her feet, she sidestepped the defender and put a lofty cross into the penalty box.
Jamie jumped into the air, but a shove from the Hornets’ centre-back sent her flying.
Penalty! The whole team roared, sticking their hands in the air. But the referee waved play on. What? How could she not see that?
Noodle and Aiysha crowded the ref, making their case as Jamie brushed herself off. But the ball was still in play, and the Hornets were quickly making their way up the field. The supporters roared.
“Get back!” Maya called. “Play to the whistle!”
They whipped their heads around and started sprinting down the pitch, but too late. The Hornets’ number eight dribbled into the empty space in the midfield. Split between two players, Maya had to make a decision. Go to her and stop the attack, potentially opening up a pass to their striker, or stay with the striker, leaving the midfielder with too much space.
Come on, Maya.
The Hornet glanced up, her short black hair pulled into a small bun on top of her head, and they locked eyes. She mis-stepped, playing the ball too far in front of her, and Maya pounced, decision made. She pushed her legs as fast as she could to close the distance, fire pulsing through her muscles. Stretching, she slid in to swipe the ball out of play with her feet.
But the other player beat her to it. She tapped the ball around her and played it in to the now unmarked striker to slot into the back of the net. Maya groaned, looking up from the ground as the Hornets erupted in celebration. She smacked her palm into the Astroturf.
This game is about to get a whole lot more interesting.
After a stern telling-off from herself and Coach for not playing to the whistle, they started the second half fired up and fighting to regain their ground. Tackles were coming thick and fast, and Jamie in particular was at the heart of most of them.
Maya’s eyes were drawn to her, unsurprised to find her jogging up and down the Hornets’ defensive line and frustrating the defenders. There was a reason Maya had loathed Jamie so much in the first place—she was a nightmare to mark. Since having Jamie on her own team for a change, Maya had been able to appreciate her footballing talents. The way she pulled defenders out of position before using her speed to break away and receive the ball. That fantastic left foot and her ability to score from angles that seemed improbable. It was hard to tell from her position in defence if Jamie was winding the opposing team up like she used to do to her, but thankfully she seemed to have shaken off the Hornets’ earlier comments.
Millton pushed back against their physicality and started winning the battles in the middle of the park. Their passes found each other easily, and the Hornets struggled to keep up.
They just needed a goal.
Tiny—Millton’s 5’2 but incredibly quick right-back—received the ball on an overlap from Leah. Jamie called for the ball on the edge of the box, setting herself up for a shot.
Maya’s breath hitched in her throat. Hit it!
But the Hornets’ tall defender stormed in with a last-ditch tackle, swiping Jamie’s legs. A strained scream tore through the air.
Maya’s heart fell into the soles of her boots. She sprinted over, her chest burning with the exertion.
Jamie cradled her ankle, whimpering and swearing under her breath, her eyes squeezed shut in a grimace.
Cries from the supporters and teammates swirled around them, and Maya tried to squash the dread sinking into her stomach. She crouched down, noting it was the same ankle she’d injured a few months ago. Her leg was shaking. Not a good sign.
“Jamie, are you okay?”
“Fuck. Fuck. It’s my ankle. I think I’ve rolled it.”
“Ah, shit.” Maya hung her head. An ankle sprain could mean Jamie was out for weeks…and the Harriers game was coming up. They needed her. She was their top goal scorer. If Jamie couldn’t play then—
“I’ll be fine.” Jamie attempted to stand but winced and yelped in pain.
“You need to stay still,” Maya scolded, guiding her back to the ground. “Don’t inflict more damage.”
“I can’t be injured, Maya. I can’t.” Jamie groaned, and Maya rubbed her hand over her back, feeling useless.
Coach arrived with the physio, puffing and pink in the face, and they helped carry Jamie off the pitch. The player had been given a yellow card, and Millton had a brilliant free kick opportunity on the edge of the box. But Maya didn’t care anymore. Her heart wasn’t in it. It was stuck on worrying how serious Jamie’s injury would be.
Aiysha skied the ball over the crossbar, and shortly after, the final whistle blew, finishing the game at 1-0.
* * *
“You can still go out,” Jamie said with a sigh. “You don’t have to stay with me.”
“I don’t want to go out.”
“But what about the team?” Jamie folded her fingers over the pillow in her lap. “You’re the captain…I feel bad for you missing out.”
“The team will have more fun without me policing them all night. And I want to be here, Jamie.” Maya waited until she glanced up to meet her gaze, then smiled. “Besides, I’d never pass up an opportunity to wait on you hand and foot.”
The corners of Jamie’s mouth curled, and she returned her attention to her hands. The team had swapped the beds around, letting Jamie take the single bed with the most room and then completely surrounding her with pillows, like a white marshmallow fort. Her ankle stretched out in front of her, red and swollen. The ice seemed to be helping her pain—but not her sadness. Her little miserable pout was hard to bear.
It was a suspected grade one sprain. The physio said she’d be out for at least three weeks, which, while not ideal, was the best-case scenario. The swelling suggested trauma in her ligaments, but with enough rest, Jamie could recover in time for the first Harriers game in a month. It was a mighty ask, but Maya didn’t want to rule her out just yet and dampen her spirits even more.
No. She needed to cheer her up.
The team had gone on a commiseration bender around the local clubs and wouldn’t be back for hours. Maya couldn’t see Coach bothering them either—too busy Facetiming her family or playing competitive Tetris on her phone. They had this space all to themselves. Maya knew what she’d usually do with this free time…but with Jamie’s injury, that probably wasn’t the best idea.
What would cheer her up?
Like an arrow firing into her brain, an idea came to her. It might still be a bit tricky with Jamie’s ankle, but it was worth a shot. She double-checked the door was locked, then picked up Leah’s pink speaker and connected her phone with a beep.
“What are you doing?” Jamie asked.
She pulled out a chair from the dressing table and placed it in the middle of the room, giving the other girls’ mess a wide berth. If this were to work, she needed space.
“Think you can sit here for me?” she asked.
Jamie’s eyebrow quirked. “Yeah. Probably. But why?”
Maya helped her up and guided her to the rickety wooden chair in the centre of the room. She could see the cogs turning behind Jamie’s eyes, her inquisitive nature definitely roused.
Jamie said once that she thought Maya was an awkward dancer. She wanted to make her eat her words and then some.
And, uh, cheer her up. Yeah. That, too.
She scrolled through her music, finding the perfect song, and hit play. Sultry seductive notes sounded from the speaker, along with a solid beat that rivalled that in her own chest. She tossed the phone on her bed and faced away. With a flick of the switches, the light in the room reduced, leaving Jamie a silhouette, and her attention on Maya.
“What’s going on?” Jamie asked.
Time to get into character.
She pushed herself back into the wall and gave her the eye. “You wanted to see me dance, didn’t you?”
The realisation slowly dawned on Jamie’s face, and she swallowed.
Show time.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Jamie
“Are you…serious?” Jamie’s words trailed off. Her eyes followed the snake of Maya’s hips as they swished side to side. She stalked towards her, slowly, accentuating each movement, and Jamie didn’t know where to focus. Maya’s eyes had taken on a new shade. Darker, mischievous—Jamie liked it a lot.
Maya bent over and grabbed her chin. “No talking, unless spoken to. This is my show. And my rules. You got it?”
Jamie smiled in her grip but nodded profusely, her stomach doing flip-flops. She loved it when Maya took control like this.
“Good.”
Maya let go of her and started moving her body to the beat. Under the muted light, she was as elegant as she was sexy. Jamie couldn’t pick her jaw up off the floor or tear her eyes from her waist. Where was this coming from?
Maya pressed herself against a wooden bedpost and let her fingers run over her body. “Do you think you can handle it?” she asked.
Jamie nodded again. Her eyes were stuck to Maya like glue, transfixed, as her hands caressed herself. Their gazes met, and Jamie’s breath stuck in her throat.
Jesus.
Maya grasped her zipper, edging it down slowly, letting her eye contact do all the work. If someone had asked Jamie before, she’d have said stripping out of a football tracksuit was a terrible idea. But it was more than working. It was absolutely fucking fantastic.
Maya removed her T-shirt and trousers, timing it perfectly with the increased tempo of the song, and discarded the clothes onto Jamie. Her scent filled Jamie’s nostrils, and a new wave of arousal coated her head-to-toe.
Maya became one with the music, her movements purposeful and slow, hands drifting over her breasts and hardening her nipples. Jamie so badly wanted to touch her; she could feel herself pulsing just watching her touch herself. The look in Maya’s eyes told her she already knew the effect she was causing. She’d never seen her so at ease before, except on the football pitch. She wasn’t sure what had brought this on—but her aching clit told her this was more than just a wet dream.
Maya dropped down low with the beat, letting her bum rise slowly. Jamie’s eyes followed the curve of her arse, the toned muscles of her thighs, the thin strip of black underwear between her legs. She wanted to know how wet she was. Then she caught Maya’s eye again. The corners of her mouth were curling.
Maya was enjoying herself far too much.
But Jamie wasn’t going to complain.
Maya moved towards her, wearing only her underwear and tight sports bra. She ran a finger across Jamie’s chest, bending down to whisper in her ear. “No touching unless I say so.”
Jamie flicked her gaze up from Maya’s cleavage to nod.
Maya dragged her fingers along Jamie’s chest again—digging her nails in this time—as she walked around the back of the chair. “Good,” she said. She dipped to suck behind Jamie’s earlobe for just a second, letting her hands run smoothly over Jamie’s breasts.
“Jesus, fu—” Jamie bit back the rest of her words with a groan, and the sound seemed to fuel Maya even more. She slipped between her legs, careful with her ankle, and pushed her thighs apart. Jamie could feel how wet she was. Maya swayed her hips to the beat, gripping her so she could roll up her body and press her nipples against her.
Jamie gritted her teeth, her entire body hot with fire.
Maya spun, backing her arse into Jamie, and took her hand, letting her trace her fingers up Maya’s torso and over her breasts.
“Fucking hell, Maya,” Jamie growled, unable to stop herself.
Maya dropped her hand and climbed onto Jamie’s lap, pushing her head backwards. “What did I say to you about talking?”
Her heart was about to burst out of her chest. Unable to speak, even if she had been able to with Maya sitting on her lap, she mimed zipping her mouth closed.
A wicked smirk took over Maya’s face. She straddled Jamie, swirling and grinding her hips over her pelvis. Jamie’s hands reached out instinctively to touch her, then she fisted them at her sides.
“You’re learning,” Maya commented, voice low in her throat. She wound her arms around Jamie’s neck as she ground harder, circling and pressing against her clit, making her whimper.
Fuck, that feels good.
When Maya put some distance between their bodies, Jamie missed the contact immediately. Her fingers itched to reach over and touch herself, but she didn’t want to get in Maya’s bad books.
Even if the thought of that made everything tingle.
The music rolled through Maya’s body, and she let her hands worship every curve, making sure to look Jamie in the eye. Jamie devoured each sway of her hips and dip of her chest. She was hooked. Hopelessly.
All thoughts about her ankle, the possibility of missing the Harriers game, of setting back her own progress, of whether or not the Hornets had injured her on purpose, had vanished. She couldn’t even feel her ankle over the aching in her pelvis. All she could think about was getting Maya’s naked body on hers.
Maya lifted her foot onto the thigh of Jamie’s good leg, tracing her fingers delicately from her shin to the edges of her underwear. Then she twisted around, turning her back to her, and dropped to grind her hips back and forth over Jamie’s lap. Jamie moaned in response, and Maya leaned further back, spurred on by her reaction. She pushed into her, electric jolts firing through Jamie’s core as she rubbed against her clit.
Holy fucking shit.
“Do you want to touch me?” Maya asked, the words seeming to stick in her throat.
“Yes,” she replied.
They both let out a little laugh at the sheer pace she’d responded, but the laughter quickly faded when Maya resumed her movements.
“Tell me just how badly you want it,” she whispered.
Jamie’s chest heaved. Her heartbeat thudded into Maya’s back.
“Oh my god, Maya…” Her breathless voice tickled goosebumps up Maya’s arms. “Not being able to touch you is torture. You’re so…fucking…hot.”
Maya reached around and took Jamie’s hand in hers, guiding it over her hard nipples and down between her legs. She rested her hand there, and Jamie felt her pulse underneath her fingers.
“Fucking hell.” Jamie hissed at Maya’s wetness soaked through her underwear, but she didn’t move. She wanted so badly to relieve the aching pressure in her own clit, or to slide her fingers inside Maya, but she waited, knowing she was testing her.
Maya tilted her head to look at her, her eyes betraying every thought. Slowly, she leaned closer, sucking Jamie’s lip into her mouth.
Jamie moaned, kissing her back, and the two of them fell into each other. Maya stroked her tongue against hers, the movement soft and delicate, almost unravelling Jamie completely. She’d had fierce and passionate kisses before, but nothing like this. Nothing so sensual and silky. It was imprinting. Soul-marking.
They both teased, with gentle, purposeful flicks and caresses of their tongues. Heat pooled between Jamie’s thighs, and Maya squirmed underneath her hand.
Then the song drew to a close and faded out, leaving the two of them panting in the middle of the room.
“Do you think you can make it to the bed?” Maya asked.
“Yes.”
She gave her a once over. “And your ankle. Do you think…think you’ll be okay?”
“Maya, a bus or a fucking meteorite could hit me right now, and it wouldn’t stop me from touching you.”
She laughed, and with shaky legs, they moved onto the bed. Maya spread Jamie onto her back and removed her trousers, sucking in a breath at how wet she was already.
She let her look. Maya had earned every last bit of it.
Maya unclipped her bra and slipped off her underwear, straddling Jamie again. She combed her with her gaze, spreading heat low in her navel. There was something so undoing about the way Maya’s eyes would undress her. It was addictive. She bent down to kiss her, grinding her hips against her lap. Their tongues glided together, and a bolt of pleasure cracked through Jamie’s core. Breaking the kiss, Maya leaned back.
“Give me your tongue.”
Jamie’s eyebrows drew together. “What?”
“Give me your tongue,” she said.
Something flashed across her features, and Jamie, completely spellbound, did as she asked, sticking out her tongue. Maya adjusted herself, moving higher up Jamie’s body, knees either side of her head so she hovered above her face.
Jamie could hardly breathe, taking in the sight of her glistening pussy.
“Stay there,” she demanded. “Just like that.” And Maya lowered herself onto Jamie’s hot tongue.
Holy roly poly, fucking shit.
Jamie almost combusted just from hearing the breathless whimper that left Maya’s throat. She sunk onto her, dictating the pace, using Jamie’s tongue for her own pleasure, placing her hands on the wall behind them to steady herself as she slid back and forth.
Jamie held her tongue firm and steady, coating Maya’s clit with every roll of her hips. Her wetness covered Jamie’s cheeks and chin, and she gripped her waist, trying to control the overwhelming urge to devour her. She grasped tight as Maya ground against her.
Maya’s legs started to tremble. The thought of her finishing on her tongue sent a roll of pleasure through Jamie’s stomach. Maya got even wetter, and Jamie groaned, dying to have a proper taste.
Maya’s core tightened beneath her hands. She was close. Her ragged breathing filled the room as she rocked on Jamie’s tongue, but then her rhythm slowed. Why? How?
Jamie had always given herself in to pleasure. Even when she didn’t want to, against her better judgement, she still couldn’t help it—especially when it came to Maya. But Maya was reserved about certain things. Guarded in a way. Jamie wanted nothing more than to understand the inner workings of her brain. To see the parts that Maya didn’t want others to see. Jamie desperately wanted to know everything there was to know about her. What made Maya Maya. She wanted to get closer, deeper.
It became increasingly harder to keep still. Jamie wanted to give Maya everything. To kiss her and worship her like she craved. She wanted to be the reason Maya climaxed; she wanted to taste every last inch of her.
Maya exhaled a haggard breath that made Jamie’s insides tighten.
“Jamie,” she panted. “Make me come.”
Jamie tightened her grip on Maya’s thighs, and her tongue came to life, circling her swollen clit. Maya worked with her, grinding on her silky tongue until she bucked on Jamie’s face, a shudder building in her legs. It was everything Jamie craved and more. She fucking loved the way Maya tasted, the sounds she made, how wet she got for her.
Hips twisting and rolling, Maya whimpered, Jamie’s tongue licking and sucking around her slippery clit. Her gasps got louder and louder until she clenched, slapping her palm against the wall.
“Oh, fuck!” she cried, legs quivering around Jamie’s face.
Jamie groaned against her, tongue chasing the taste deeper, squeezing every ounce of pleasure she could.
Eventually, Maya collapsed beside her, the muscles in her legs still contracting.
“That looked like a good one,” Jamie said, unable to stop the swell of pride at eliciting this response from Maya. A smug grin was spreading across her face, but she couldn’t squash it down. The feel and taste of Maya was overriding her brainwaves.
Maya turned to her, her eyes landing on Jamie’s mouth. She shrugged, trying to keep a straight face. “Meh. I’ve had better.”
Jamie jabbed her fingers into her ribs, and she squirmed, bursting out laughing.
“Stop!” She tried to fight her off, but she was still weak. “Jamie!”
“You cannot come like that, and then just say ‘meh’.” Jamie was almost on top of her now, flashing a smile that felt far too big for her face.
Maya loved winding her up.
The thing is: Jamie loved it too. She loved Maya’s playful side. It was special.
She pinned Maya’s arms above her head, pushing into her with her full weight. Maya looked up at her, and Jamie’s clit tingled. This woman brought out so many emotions in her.
She kissed her hard, nipping her lip between her teeth, then sucking a trail of kisses down her neck. Maya reacted, and Jamie leaned into it, loving how sensitive she was there. The smell of her salty skin was mixed with a scent that was uniquely Maya’s, intoxicating and familiar, making Jamie’s head spin. Her lips hovered over her earlobe.
“Maya, I don’t think you want me to be the bad guy here. Especially when you’re so…” She caressed her with her fingertips, and Maya cursed. “…sensitive.”
Jamie grinned, and Maya kissed her again, her touch awakening another throbbing pulse between her legs. The mood shifted, Jamie’s mischievousness replaced by an aching in her abdomen. It always surprised her how quickly they could switch. From teasing and pushing each other’s buttons to wanting to own each other in the best way possible.
The desire in Maya’s eyes electrified Jamie all over.
Maya adjusted herself onto her side, carefully rolling Jamie onto her back without breaking their kisses. She dipped her hands into Jamie’s underwear, sliding right into her wetness. Jamie gasped into her mouth as she worked circles with her fingertips, teasing her over her entrance. Maya was toying with her, but she didn’t mind. She understood the push and pull. Truthfully, Jamie loved it.
Maya sunk into her with her fingers, pushing herself up to get better access.
“Oh, fuck.” Jamie moaned, her gaze finding Maya’s bouncing breasts before holding her eyes again.
Maya fucked her harder, giving her what she wanted. She brushed her lips over her bare skin, over her hip bones and up to her nipples, taking one into her mouth. Arousal pinged where Jamie needed it, and she almost came from the contact.
Maya rolled her tongue over the hardened nub and, removing her fingers from her, pressed the heel of her hand against her clit.
Jamie bucked, panting hard.
“Can’t have you finishing so soon,” Maya teased, flicking the tip of her tongue over Jamie’s nipple. “You have to earn it at least a little bit.”
She cursed, which simply made Maya’s grin grow wider.
“Was the…lap dance not enough…teasing for you?” Jamie breathed.
“I think you already know the answer to that.” Maya’s thumb circled her swollen clit, and she pressed herself into her hand. “It’s like what Coach says—”
“I really don’t wanna think about Coach right now.”
They laughed, and Maya went a little faster with her thumb, enjoying every twitch and squirm of Jamie underneath her.
“When you gotta work a little for something, it’s a bigger reward, right?” She took Jamie’s other nipple into her mouth, grazing the sensitive skin with her teeth. When she caught Jamie’s gaze, she smiled, letting her tongue swirl in lazy circles.
“You’re the devil,” Jamie growled, but she was unable to look away from her. She was unable to do anything.
Maya brushed over her opening, coating her fingers in her slick. “Is this what you want?” She slipped into her again, hard and fast, tilting up to brush against her G-spot.
Jamie’s back arched, and Maya propped herself up above her, soaking it all in.
“You’re such a smug bastard, you know that?” Their eyes met, and Jamie tangled her fingers in her hair, pulling her in for a warm, wet kiss. “But I do fucking love your fingers,” she murmured against her mouth.
Her stomach ached, and she kissed Maya again, feeling her orgasm building. Each touch was a promise, every command a testament to how deeply she understood her. Everything pulled taut, her body humming with a fire she’d not experienced with anyone else. Maya fucked her harder, their tongues sliding together to finally push her over the edge. The feeling spiked low in her navel, cresting and pushing before spilling everywhere.
She clawed her nails into Maya as she climaxed, hot white waters flooding her vision, and Maya swallowed every moan of hers with her mouth.
“You feel so amazing when you come,” Maya said, lying down beside her and planting a kiss on her collarbone. She watched the rise and fall of Jamie’s chest for a while, tracing her fingertips over her burning abs.
Jamie turned to her, the curl of Maya’s lips a telltale sign of her own smugness. And with good reason; Jamie was still high somewhere in the ceiling. Maya’s fingers were fucking magic.
She adjusted herself, the corners of her mouth pulled upwards, and held Maya’s stare. “Meh,” she uttered, and they both erupted into stupid laughter.



Chapter Twenty-Three
Maya
The university’s pitches were quiet, except for the distant rumbling of cars in the distance. Maya bent her knees, keeping her focus on the ball by Jamie’s feet. Jamie took a few steps backwards, blew out a breath, then smacked her laces through the ball, curling it towards the top corner.
Maya pushed against the floor and leaped up. But the speed of the ball made her duck her hands out of the way, and it rippled the back of the net.
Jamie laughed. “I think you should stick to being a defender.”
“Noted.” She picked the ball out of the back of the net and passed it to her. “Anyone’d think you were trying to take my head off with those shots.”
“You could stop them if you didn’t duck last minute.” She took aim, then drilled the ball hard into the bottom corner.
Maya didn’t even attempt to save it. She collected the ball again with a sigh. “This is Megan’s job, not mine.”
“Good job too, or we’d be at the bottom of the league.”
She volleyed the ball at Jamie, and it bounced off her arm. “If you ducked last minute, you could’ve stopped that.” She laughed and then let out a child-like scream as Jamie charged towards her. She fought off her attempts to tickle her and ran across the pitch, Jamie in hot pursuit.
Then she heard a cry from behind her. “A-a-h! My ankle!”
Oh shit.
She spun round, ready to assess the damage, but Jamie seized her in her grip, a huge grin on her face.
“That’s cheating!” She squirmed and chuckled as Jamie dug her fingers in her ribs. “How dare you use my compassion against me.”
They fought for a little while more, until Maya remembered what she could use against her. She grabbed her arse and pulled her towards her, locking them in a kiss. Jamie’s hands forgot their torturous tickling and gripped her waist.
Maya felt her smile into the kiss, and Jamie pulled back. “And now you’re using your womanly wiles against me. Fair play.”
“Works every time.” She threaded her fingers through Jamie’s, and they collected their things to begin making their way back to the changing rooms.
Now that exams were finished, she and Jamie had been coming out to the field after classes to practise some drills. Jamie had pleaded with Maya to help her get back to fitness, and Maya had taken it as an opportunity to practise her strength and conditioning coaching. Her injury had been a worry, but witnessing her powerful strikes today had given Maya hope. Still, the thought of the Harriers’ game next week brought a knot to her stomach.
Every mention of that particular game put Jamie in a strange mood, so Maya had stopped bringing it up.
“You heard back from any jobs yet?” Jamie asked.
Maya had finally bitten the bullet and applied for a handful of graduate jobs—with some pushing from Jamie and Coach. Coach put in some references for a couple of assistant strength and conditioning positions, one at the Millton City women’s football team and one at the men’s. Maya had never been very good at talking up her strengths for this sort of thing, but Hannah had helped her with her application—Jamie, too.
“I haven’t heard anything yet, but it’s only been a couple of weeks.” She didn’t want to get too ahead of herself. If her placement year was anything to go by, the positions were limited and the applications overwhelming. The chances of her getting in were about the same as her mother packing in her job to become a goalkeeper. She’d most likely graduate with nothing lined up, and that made her feel more than a little nauseous.
Thinking about the future made her head spin. There was too much to consider, so she quickly changed the conversation. “You got any plans for tonight?”
Jamie flicked the ball by her feet into the air and caught it, tucking it under her arm. “The Morley twins are out at their craft club tonight, so…I have my place to myself.”
“Mmm, is that so? Sounds like there’s a question in there somewhere.”
One side of Jamie’s mouth lifted in a cheeky smile. “I guess that does mean we could be as loud as we wanted and not have to worry.”
“I do get loud when I play Mario Kart, that’s true.”
She could feel Jamie’s gaze on her but tried to keep a straight face.
“Mario Kart? Is that some sort of euphemism?”
“I don’t know. You tell me, Miss English Lit.”
They pushed through the doors into the corridor, immediately feeling the benefits of the overhead heating.
Jamie shook her head. “I dunno. Maybe if we talk about getting…serviced…at a pit stop?” She burst out laughing. “It’s not exactly the sexiest dirty talk I’ve had, though.”
“Something about oil, maybe?”
Jamie slid her hand around Maya’s waist and pressed her up against the wall with a thud. She bit back a gasp, grasping at Jamie’s T-shirt with her fingers.
“No,” Jamie whispered. “I know you like it when I’m a bit more direct about things.” She kissed Maya hard, her lips bruising as she pushed her further into the wall. Jamie’s knee lifted between her legs, and she couldn’t stop the groan from leaving her mouth.
Jamie pulled back, breaking the kiss, and leaned closer to her ear. The pressure between Maya’s legs kept her pinned in place. “So how about we go back to mine, and I can put my new strap to some good use? You know I’ve been desperate to use it on you ever since it arrived.”
“Will you be alright…with your injury and everything?”
“It’s just my ankle. All the important parts still work.”
Maya gulped, feeling herself pulse. “Yep. Come on. Let’s go do that.”
“That’s what I thought.”
Fuck. Yes, please.
“Next time you should bring it to practice,” Maya teased, looking into Jamie’s blue eyes and catching the curious glint there. “We’ve got the changing rooms all to ourselves now. Think of how loud we could be…”
“An emergency strap?” Jamie grinned. “I like it.”
She kissed Maya again, pushing her through the swinging door and into the changing room. The dim light cast eerie shadows, and a shiver ran down her spine. Something soft and unfamiliar brushed against the top of her head, and she stopped dead in her tracks. The lights flickered on, revealing a chaotic scene. Toilet paper covered every surface, dipping in big sunken arches from the ceiling.
“What the fuck?” Maya’s adrenaline quickly turned to anger. She tore at the paper with her hands, the flimsy material ripping easily and cascading to the floor. She spotted something on the mirror and pulled at the mess, making a pathway to see what it was.
A message scrawled in red lipstick.
This is to help clean up your shit excuse of a team. Shame there’s not enough for Jamie too. Some stains can’t be removed.
A cold shudder ran up Maya’s neck. The fucking Harriers. It had to be. How did they get in? And what was this Stephen King mirror-writing bullshit?
She spun to face Jamie. “What is wrong with these people? What does that even mean?” A few days ago, Noodle had sent screenshots of the Harriers’ social media, full of these cryptic posts and trash talk. Then they’d received a delivery from a bakery with “Traitor Pie” scribbled over the top in biro. The woman at reception had taken it home.
Maya ripped more paper from the ceiling. “Who let them in?” Anger bubbled in her chest, threatening to spill over. “Do you think we should tell Coach about this?”
“That’s what they want.” Jamie joined her, tearing down the toilet paper.
“But they can’t do this—”
“No, Maya. We can’t.”
Jamie’s stern tone surprised her.
“Well, they’re not getting into my head.” She pointed a finger at Jamie. “Don’t let them into yours.”
“They’re not.” But her body language told a different story. It had been the same for weeks now, whenever the game was mentioned. There was no doubt the Harriers were their biggest rivals of the season, and in order to win the league, Millton had to beat them. Jamie being fit enough to play was pivotal in that. They needed their top scorer, and Maya had no shame in admitting it, but the reality of facing Jamie’s old teammates seemed to come with a price.
Jamie collected the sheets off the floor, scrunching them into a ball with a sigh. There was no hiding how important this game was. Scouts for local teams paid attention to big games like these, and Jamie could secure a contract. Even though playing professionally wasn’t Maya’s goal, winning the title with this group of friends she adored was her dream. Ending her competitive career by beating the Harriers was all she’d thought about for years, but she didn’t want to put pressure on Jamie. She just wanted her to be okay.
“Hey. Don’t let it get to you.” When Jamie didn’t look at her, she wrapped an arm around her waist. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“No. It’s fine. Let’s just get this cleaned up.”
They worked without really speaking until they’d tugged down the last piece of toilet roll and thrown it in the bin. All the earlier sexual tension too, had been lost. Maya didn’t know what to do to make things better. Then Jamie broke the silence.
“Shall I take you home?”
I guess that’s it then.
They didn’t speak on the drive home, either. Jamie didn’t even choose a playlist—she just let the radio play. When they pulled up, Maya turned to Jamie.
“Are you alright?”
“I’m fine.”
Maya sighed, feeling torn. She reached out and took Jamie’s hand in hers, but Jamie wouldn’t look at her, and even her hand felt lifeless. She’d been working so hard to get to match fitness. It pained Maya to see her like this.
“Jamie. What is it?” she asked softly.
Jamie didn’t reply. In the yellow light of the streetlight, she looked so…sad. A terrible feeling mustered in Maya’s stomach, weighting her in place. Then Jamie spoke.
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“What? Why?”
Jamie’s response was sharp and final. “I just…can’t right now, Maya. Leave it.”
Maya swallowed, caught a little off guard. She hated pushing Jamie, but this unspoken tension was eating away at them.
That’s what worried her most.
After the way their relationship had grown, the last thing she wanted was the Harriers getting between them again. She knew rivalries could get out of hand more than anyone, but why did this situation feel like more than that?
Jamie’s secrecy had started to plant doubts in her mind. What could have happened that would’ve been so bad? An ex on the team, maybe? Did they hurt her? Did Jamie regret leaving?
Does she regret us?
But getting inside their heads was what the Harriers wanted, so Maya tried to push her thoughts aside.
She brushed her thumb over Jamie’s hand. “Are you going to see your parents for a little bit?”
“God, no. I think I’ll just go home.”
It was strange, Maya realised, how little she actually knew about Jamie’s parents. Since they’d come round for dinner all those months ago, Jamie had never really mentioned them. Was that because of Maya? Maya herself had not been shy about keeping their relationship on the downlow. Maybe she was giving Jamie the wrong messages.
“You could always come in,” she heard herself say.
Jamie glanced at her, eyebrows arching. “What, really?”
Yes, Maya, are you sure about that?
Properly introducing Jamie to her grandparents made her intestines tie themselves into knots. It was a big step, with a lot of implications.
Her family had always known Carly from when they were kids. Maya had never introduced them to anyone she was dating before. It was new territory.
But she wanted to prove to Jamie she was serious about their relationship, and that she could trust her. She wanted to do this. But was she ready?
Jamie’s sad little eyes looked back at her, and her heart squeezed.
Maya exhaled. “Yes. If you want to come in, that is. But no pressure.”
Jamie smiled, and the sight loosened the tension in her chest. “I’d love to.”
Maya was expecting Grandma to be waiting inside watching the soaps or pressing her nose to the window, but the house was quiet and dark.
Jamie removed her Nike trainers and lined them up beside hers. The quietness only emphasised the sound of her own heartbeat. Why was this so damn scary?
“I…uh, my grandpa. We should see if he’s okay.” She led the way up the stairs, and Jamie followed.
Maya knocked softly and pushed the door open. Grandpa looked up from the TV, the light flickering across his features. A smile stretched across his face.
“Hey, kid,” he greeted.
“Hey, Grandpa. Where’s Grandma at?”
“She, uh, sent one of those…emails.”
An email?
No wonder Maya hadn’t read it. She couldn’t stop the laughter bubbling in her throat. Grandma thought emails and texts were the same thing. It was surprising that old people could still function in this century at all. She hovered in the doorway, suddenly feeling very unsure.
Grandpa’s attention moved behind her. “And who you smugglin’ in there?” His words were a little slow and slurred, but he was making good progress with his rehabilitation, despite still spending most of his time in bed.
“Grandpa, this is Jamie. She’s…”
Shit. They still hadn’t spoken about the title of their relationship. Maya had no idea if they were dating or not. She couldn’t call her a friend—that would be absurd—but she didn’t want to freak Jamie out, not with everything else that was going on. “She’s…special to me.”
She cringed as the words left her lips, but Grandpa smiled. “You best come in then,” he said. “Sorry ’bout the mess. My cleaner is a big-time football star.”
Maya blushed. She’d only cleaned his room for him yesterday, but there was a fresh spill on the carpet by his feet. Jamie was letting her gaze wander, taking in the surroundings. Maya wished she knew what she was thinking.
She scratched her neck. “Where’s Grandma, then?”
“Tourin’ with the Beatles…last I heard.”
Maya smiled. She loved days where Grandpa cracked jokes, even if they seemed to confuse people.
“The Beatles?” Jamie asked.
God, her confused face is so cute.
Grandpa nodded. “Aye.”
“He’s pulling your leg,” Maya said, shaking her head. “Where is she really?”
He chuckled deep in his chest. “Next door.”
Maya nodded, forcing herself to relax a bit. This wasn’t so bad. Grandpa was laughing. Grandma and Mrs Mcpherson were probably watching the soaps together. And Jamie was here, admiring the strange elephant lamp that used to frighten Maya when she was younger.
“I’m assuming this is…this is…” Grandpa’s brows knitted together, and he let out a frustrated sound, squeezing the blanket resting on his lap.
That helpless feeling swelled in Maya again. But all she could do was wait. Jamie was patient too, and she softened seeing the two of them occupying the same space.
“Would you like a drink, Grandpa?” She offered him his cup and straw from the table, and he took a few small sips. Afterwards, silence reigned as they waited for Grandpa to continue.
“You sneaked in.”
Heat flushed up Maya’s neck. Was he talking about when she was ill and Jamie snuck out the window? She opened her mouth to try explain it away, but Grandpa chuckled again. The sound fuelled a collection of memories deep in Maya’s brain. Grandpa and Grandma laughing in the kitchen. Grandpa teasing Mum and winking at Maya afterwards. Grandpa coming home from a fishing trip, smiling wide and telling them all about his catches.
“Your secret’s safe with me,” he said, his eyes sparkling. “I could…tell ya lots of things.” He laughed again. “Me and Grandma used to get up to all sorts—”
“Grandpa!”
Jamie and Maya shared a look, and they all cracked out laughing. Grandpa held up shaky hands in defeat, and the sound of Del and Rodney filtered in from the TV.
“Ah, I love this show,” Jamie said. “I used to watch it with my uncle.”
“Great taste.” Grandpa motioned for her to take a seat in the armchair beside him.
“Have you seen the one where the bus blows up and they end up in the creepy guest-house?”
“Of course. Top three fo’ me.”
“Top one! Has to be.”
They started a debate—a slow one, but a debate nonetheless—about the top ten Only Fools and Horses episodes. Warmth blossomed in Maya’s chest, spreading to the tips of her fingers. Seeing them together fused pieces of her heart she hadn’t even known were broken. She dipped out of the room to make drinks for everyone, the sounds of their combined voices stirring a feeling inside her she couldn’t quite describe.
Happiness? It felt stronger than that.
But she wasn’t ready to address the conflicting voices whispering in the back of her head. What isn’t Jamie telling me? She didn’t want to overreact, but her belly tightened at the question. Focusing on the happy-sunshine feeling instead, she pushed the thoughts away, to find the space filled with another word that she immediately rejected.
Because to say she loved Jamie Mellor would mean the most dramatic change of all.
Maya definitely wasn’t ready for that.



Chapter Twenty-Four
Maya
Maya had hardly slept. She’d lain awake since 3am, her stomach a hive of nervous jitters. Today, they faced the Harriers. It was the first game in which they could show them Millton were contenders for the title—Maya’s last chance to win before she settled into a life of adult work.
Her last year playing football.
She’d been thinking about everything else so much, that fact hadn’t settled in until she’d opened her eyes in the early morning.
Everything was moving so quickly. The thought only amplified her dread even more. She forced herself out of bed to stop that train derailing, got dressed, and headed downstairs to make a cup of tea. Tea helped everything.
She wasn’t sure how long she’d been sitting at the kitchen table, staring at the forever-fake lily her mum liked to display—why did her mum like it so much?—when Grandma descended the stairs. She could always tell it was her from her soft steps. Her mum was like an angry banker in comparison.
“Oh. You’re up early,” Grandma commented, padding across the floor to switch on the kettle. “You want another brew?”
Maya fought a yawn with the back of her hand. “Please.”
Grandma collected the empty mug from in front of her. “You nervous?”
“Extremely.” A heavy feeling, one that she couldn’t seem to shake, had sunk low in Maya’s gut. The nightmares of being caught in quicksand didn’t help, and nor did Jamie’s absence last night. They’d got into the habit of texting each other goodnight, but Maya’s text had gone unanswered.
“Nerves are a good thing. They show you care.” She sighed, and Maya raised her eyes to look at her. “But you really don’t need to worry so much. I worry about you.”
“Well…you really don’t need to worry so much, either.”
Grandma shook her head, flicking the red tea towel at her. “I should’ve expected that one. You want a chocolate biscuit?”
She joined Maya at the table with two steaming mugs, and they raided the biscuit tin.
Dunk. Swirl. Tap twice.
“I wish I could come and watch you play,” Grandma said, her bony fingers tracing the pattern on the table. “But—”
“I wouldn’t want you to leave Grandpa on his own. It’s okay. Really.”
“He always understood the football more than me.” She placed her hand on Maya’s. “But I am proud of you, love. You’re so…driven. You certainly don’t get that from your grandparents. I always wanted to be at home looking after your mother. That was enough for me. And your grandpa, I mean, look.” She nodded towards the wonky kitchen tiles, and the half-sawn kitchen counter. Grandpa had ordered the wrong sizes and instead of exchanging them, he’d decided to saw them himself. Safe to say, it didn’t end well. “He never finished anything he started.”
“That’s okay too, though. People are different.”
She squeezed her hand. “But you’re more like your mother than you think. She was always very driven, too. Look at her now.”
A defensive wall popped up. Maya wanted to deny it.
Grandma continued, studying her face. “I know the two of you don’t always see eye to eye.”
That’s putting it lightly.
“You’re both very stubborn. Headstrong. You want to carry the world on your shoulders. But you don’t always have to do that.”
Maya dunked another biscuit, choosing not to comment. Today wasn’t the day to open up that can of worms. She needed to keep her head.
Her mum’s heavy footsteps came clomping across the landing and down the stairs. Maya smelled her perfume before she saw her.
“Good morning!” she sing-songed as she walked into the kitchen. She raised her eyebrows when she saw Maya and placed a hand on her hip. “Was there a fire I didn’t know about? What’re you doing up so early?”
That defensive wall bore arms and loaded. “It’s a big day today,” she said through gritted teeth.
Her mum walked over to the cupboard and pulled herself a mug out. “You have an exam?”
Unbelievable. “No. Exams finished weeks ago.”
“Oh, yes. That’s right.”
Maya tightened the grip around her mug, feeling Grandma watching. She took a sip to steady herself but could feel annoyance creeping in at the sides. She didn’t have enough sleep to deal with her mother this morning.
When it was clear she wasn’t going to volunteer information, Grandma continued for her. “It’s Maya’s big football game later.”
“Oh.” Maya could almost feel the rolling of her mum’s eyes as she fetched the milk from the fridge. “That’s nice.”
She shook her head. Nice? That’s nice? Is she serious?
“Have you got something to say, Maya?” her mum asked.
Maya realised she’d said the last part out loud. She stood up, scraping her chair on the wooden floor. Grandma’s eyes pleaded with her to stop, but now the anger was controlling her.
“Do you have any idea what today means to me? You speak so much bullshit about family, and how we’re important to you, but when was the last time you took an interest in what I was doing? In what Grandma was doing? Or spent any time with us?”
Her mum pursed her lips. “I work so—”
Maya scoffed. “You’ve got your head shoved so far up Hunter’s arse, I’m surprised you don’t chew his food for him.”
Her mother stabbed a finger at her. “I’ve done so much for this family. Worked long hours and far from home—”
“You did that for yourself. That’s what you wanted to do. Don’t pretend that was for us, when all I wanted when I was a kid was for you to be here.”
Her mum glanced at Grandma, then back at Maya. “What are you talking about?”
Maya exhaled, feeling suddenly shaky from the adrenaline. She didn’t know where that last part had come from. “It doesn’t matter now. It’s already clear where we come in your pecking order of priorities.”
“Stop being so childish, Maya. You’re an adult now. Start acting like one.”
“Hey. Hey. That’s enough,” Grandma interjected, but her mum continued to glare at her.
“I had to grow up a long time ago. It’s just getting harder to pretend we have anything in common anymore. Or any relationship other than an empty title.”
Her mum flinched, her perfect eyebrows pinching together.
“See ya,” Maya said to Grandma. “I’ll be back late.” She kissed her cheek, grabbed her bag, and stormed out of the door, even though her first lecture wasn’t for hours. She just needed to get away before she said anything else she’d regret.
* * *
When game time finally rolled around, Maya was pacing the changing rooms, checking her watch every few minutes. Where the hell is Jamie? She was supposed to meet her early to help set up, but Maya had already finished everything, and the nerves were tangling her stomach like hissing snakes.
The door swung open, and Maya’s eyes were drawn to Jamie’s leg as she hobbled into the room. Her heart sank.
“What happened?”
Jamie grimaced. “I was doing some strengthening exercises this morning and might have overdone it a little.”
Heat ran up Maya’s neck. She’d told Jamie to rest up until the game, and she’d done the opposite. Had she done it on purpose?
“Can you play?”
“I don’t think so.”
It was like a punch in the face. Everything was going wrong today. If Jamie was out, then that was it. Game over. Maya’s head started spiralling. They might as well throw in the towel now. She was their advantage, their top scorer.
She didn’t want to let the team down again; she’d sworn year after year that they could do it. The last few weeks, she’d worked tirelessly to try and get Jamie back into form. Jamie was going to impress the scouts. Maya was going to boost her chances of securing the job she wanted. The team were finally going to get the title they deserved. Everything had been coming together. She’d had it under control…but now it had all shattered in front of her.
She tried to squash her frown into a straight line, but Jamie reached over to trace the creases between her eyebrows.
“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s okay.”
Maya forced out a breath. The building pressures constricted her chest, making her light-headed. “That’s easy for you to say. You’ve already won this championship twice. What kind of a leader am I if we never make it? I promised them. How bad does that make me look? It’s all for nothing.”
“Don’t take it to heart. At the end of the day, it’s just football.”
Her words punched her in the gut. “Just football?”
Her mum had rehashed that to her a million times. It was always just a game. Just a sport. A waste of time. It didn’t mean anything. But it mattered. It mattered for her job prospects, it mattered to the team, and it mattered to her. Maya couldn’t believe Jamie had said the same thing. What about the scout?
“You know what I mean,” Jamie said with a small shrug.
Her nonchalance upset her. Maya’s hackles raised. “I don’t. I thought you understood what this meant to me. To everyone on the team. What have we been working so hard for if none of it matters?”
“I’m just saying relax a bit. You’ve been so stressed about the game.”
“Of course I have!”
“Maya, don’t be like that.”
“Me? It’s you that’s suddenly acting like you don’t give a shit. Like you’ve woken up and suddenly don’t care—”
“I do care.”
“Do you?” Maya looked her dead in the eyes, heart hammering in her chest. “You’ve been acting strange for weeks. Have you even hurt your ankle? Or is that just an excuse?”
The pain in Jamie’s gaze made something shrivel inside. “You think I’d lie about that?” Jamie’s jaw hardened. “I hate liars, Maya. I don’t lie. I’ve never lied to you. Not once.”
Maya blew out a breath, trying to hold her resolve. “Maybe not. But you’ve withheld information. You’re secretive. Admit it.” Everything swarmed her brain. All the Harriers’ social media posts, the warnings from the Hornets at the tournament, Jamie’s reluctance to talk about her time with the team. She suddenly felt very stupid.
Was this Carly all over again? Was she being naïve? Giving her heart to someone who was ultimately going to tear it into tiny little pieces?
“What are you being so secretive about?” she pushed, anger spilling over and making her take a step forward. “Why did you leave the Harriers in the first place? Finished all your conquests and needed someone new? Is that what I am? A challenge to see if you could win over someone who despised you, and I was stupid enough to go and fall for it?”
Jamie scrunched her eyes shut, her nostrils flaring. “I can’t believe you. Is that all you think of me?” When her eyes opened again, something was different. Cold. “I’m a flirt, I’ll admit that, but do you even know me, Maya? Hell, even if I did sleep with the whole team, why would it matter?” She looked away. “This is why I don’t tell people. They all assume. They judge me. They make stuff up.” Maya’s eyes watered as they flicked to her, Jamie’s pain flowing right into her own. “But the last person I thought would judge me was you.”
Jamie turned and limped away, the door swinging shut behind her with a clap.
“Fuck!” Maya kicked her bag against the wall just as Coach walked in.
“Thomas? What the hell is going on?” She eyed the bag now lying on the other side of the room, and the shin-pad that had fallen out of it. “Where is Mellor going?”
“Coach, I…” Maya paced the floor, struggling to bring her breathing under control. There was too much flying around her head. It happened so fast. The hurt on Jamie’s face flashed behind her eyelids, and she groaned. She shouldn’t have let her mum get under her skin, or the pressure of the game. She shouldn’t have said those things to Jamie.
She shouldn’t have done many things.
Right now, she’d give anything to run straight into the freezing sea and numb it all. Even the memory of that made her curse. Jamie had pushed Maya and encouraged her in so many ways, and she’d thrown it back in her face. What was she thinking?
“Thomas. Is everything alright?”
She stopped pacing and looked at Coach. The charismatic smile was nowhere to be seen on her permanently rosy face. Coach stepped closer and put her hand on Maya’s shoulder. The physical touch made her snap out of her head. She couldn’t crumble. Not today. She had a job to do, Jamie or no Jamie. The team were relying on her. She wouldn’t let them down.
“I’m fine, Coach. Just feeling…the pressure, I guess.”
Coach’s dark eyes twitched as she studied her a little longer. “Take five minutes,” she said. “I’m going to find Mellor, and then it’s show time.”
* * *
The first half went as well as the rest of the day had. The second was even worse. With Jamie sidelined, the team was off balance. The Harriers were physical and loud, taking any opportunity they could to get under their skin. Maya was marking their new captain, a tall brown-haired striker called Robyn.
And Robyn loved to talk. “Be aggressive, Harriers!” And shout. “Fucking move it!”
The ball pinged from team to team, both of them struggling to keep possession, but at least it was still 0-0. Maya found her attention drawing to where Jamie stood on the touchline and not on the game.
Did I really accuse her of fucking this whole team? What a dick move, Maya. Seriously.
Robyn jabbed her in the back with her elbow—typically a Jamie move—and she lost her footing, falling onto the grass. The ball flew over her head, and she scrambled up to sprint after it.
Robyn brought the ball down by her feet, dribbling up the field. Maya caught up with her, ignoring the stinging in her lungs, and jockeyed, blocking her path into the box. When Robyn attempted to sidestep her, she lunged, cutting the ball out from under her feet and slotting a pass to Noodle.
Robyn grunted in frustration and scowled at her. “Watch your back, Captain.”
“I think I’ll be fine. Thanks for your concern, though.”
She laughed, and Maya turned away, focusing on the play of the ball in the midfield. Robyn was doing everything she could to distract her, and she wasn’t going to let it work. She sucked a deep breath in through her nose and exhaled out her mouth. She’d already let her emotions get the better of her today. It wasn’t going to happen again.
As Robyn snaked her way around her, she held her in her peripheral vision, ensuring the rest of the defence were in an even line.
“Not me,” Robyn scoffed. “Jamie. I bet she’s got her claws in you already. Pretty. Just her type. I can see you looking at her.”
Maya missed her old rivalry with Jamie. This woman was purely vindictive.
“Why don’t you just shut up and play football?”
“Winding you up is too much fun. And you’re defensive, which is interesting. Have you fucked her?”
Maya gritted her teeth, trying to zone her out. Her annoyance was building.
“You fucking have. And you don’t even know her, do you?” Robyn laughed, giving Maya a shove when the ref wasn’t looking. “That’s hilarious. You’re clueless.”
“Don’t touch me.”
The Harriers’ keeper kicked the ball. Maya followed the trajectory in the air, timing it right so she beat Robyn to the first touch with her head. It cleared the midfield, and Leah chased it.
“Did she not tell you why she left? They were in it together.”
Maya froze. What the hell is she talking about now?
Robyn cackled, and heat spread up Maya’s neck. “Didn’t you wonder why her dad doesn’t come to watch the games? He’s banned.”
Jamie’s dad? Maya’s spine prickled. It had crossed her mind, but she’d assumed Jamie’s parents were busy. Or didn’t care, like her mum.
“They should both be in prison, really,” Robyn continued, her voice teasing. “Taking advantage of young women that way, auctioning off places in the squad like a brothel.”
“What are you talking about?”
Robyn grinned, and the sight made Maya seethe. “She’d lay down the charm, dissolve your defences, then bam…in swooped her dad. Our ex-coach.”
“You’re lying.”
That made no sense. Jamie would never be involved with something like that. She knew Jamie. Despite what she’d said earlier, she trusted her. This was a new low for the Harriers’ trash talk.
Robyn let out an amused grunt. “She didn’t tell you? That’s embarrassing. Hardly surprising, I suppose, with the plays she’s capable of.”
“Don’t talk about her like that.”
“She’s good, isn’t she? You wouldn’t expect it. But they’re the ones to watch out for.”
“Just shut up, Robyn.”
She clicked her tongue. “Don’t believe me? Pah. Ask her yourself.”
Taking advantage of young women? Jamie’s dad was the Harrier’s ex-coach? What else is she keeping from me?
Maya had thought Jamie’s dad looked familiar when the Mellors came over for dinner all those months ago, but she couldn’t place him. She pulled at her memories. As a coach, he always wore a baseball cap covering his face, so it was hard to tell if they were the same person. Could Robyn be telling the truth?
Nausea crept into her throat, and Maya moved down the line. Robyn followed her, her voice buzzing around her like angry wasps. The noise of the supporters grew louder too, every sound magnified as her pulse pounded in her ears. She didn’t know what to do with this information right now. Her mind struggled to focus on what was happening on the field.
“Maybe you’re in on it too.” Robyn snaked a hand around her waist. “Wouldn’t surprise me what people would do—”
Maya turned and fisted Robyn’s shirt in her hands. “Shut up! Just shut up!” She needed to make her stop, but Robyn flashed a wicked grin that only riled her more. It made no sense. Jamie had never mentioned her dad. Or anyone on the team. This was too nasty a rumour to be true, right?
She knew Jamie, didn’t she?
“What if I told you I’d fucked her too?” Robyn wet her lips. “That I loved the feel of her fingers in my pu—”
Maya shoved her. The rest of Robyn’s sentence was crushed by her fall to the ground. She screamed, clutching her face.
“She hit me! She hit me. Ref!”
Maya wished she had hit her. Her fists were clenched at her sides, just begging for the signal from her brain. The rest of her surroundings snapped into focus, like someone hitting play on a tape. The ref’s high-pitched whistle. Her teammate’s voices. The shouts and calls from spectators on the sideline.
“Captain,” the ref called, reaching for her pocket.
Maya’s stomach plummeted.
No. No. This can’t be happening. Not today.
She pulled out a red card, and Maya’s head spun. There were angry voices, her teammates shouting their disapproval, crowding the ref. But it was no use. Maya knew that.
One particular voice cut through all the noise. She turned to see Jamie running onto the field, Coach trailing behind her.
“Maya! What the hell is going on?” Jamie asked, her blue eyes wide and searching.
“You tell me. What’s all this about your dad?”
Her face fell. “It’s not what you think.”
“It is,” Robyn cut in, miraculously recovered from her punching. “Perverts.”
“It was nothing to do with me!” Jamie shouted, lunging towards Robyn, but Coach held her back.
“That’s enough,” the ref scolded. “You shouldn’t be on the field.” She turned to Maya. “I need you both to leave.”
Maya started walking towards the sidelines, insides churning and threatening to spill over. Everything burned.
Jamie followed. “It fucking ruined my life,” she said. “My dad.” She broke out in a sob that pulled at Maya’s heart. Tears were streaming down her face. “Maya. Please.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I tried to—”
“Well, you should’ve tried harder.”
“It’s embarrassing! It was the worst time of my life.”
“But you had so many chances to say something, and you didn’t. And I have to find out like this? I’ve opened up to you, and been honest, and I—” Maya shook her head, tears pricking her eyelids. “I don’t know what to think.”
“My dad had some relationships on the team, but I didn’t know anything. And everyone was legal. It was—”
“And you said you’d never lied to me.”
“I haven’t, I swear.”
“But this is a pretty fucking big thing to keep secret, isn’t it? Like what the fuck, Jamie?”
“Maya, please.” Jamie grabbed her arm, but she shrugged her off.
“Just leave me alone. I need some time to think.” She moved on auto-pilot towards the changing rooms, everything going numb. Not even the sound of her team or Jamie’s cries could breach the surface. The only thing she could hear was her own voice swirling round and round her head. She should never have trusted Jamie. She should never have let her in. She should never have let herself get so distracted.
You’re a failure. You’ve let everyone down. You’re a fool.
The only thing she could do was listen as the tears silently fell.



Chapter Twenty-Five
Maya
The burn at the back of her throat felt good. But it wasn’t enough. The relentless voices in her head continued to chatter and tease. She downed her drink and flagged the bartender for another. She needed her fallback escape route, to not feel everything for a while. Nothing else was working.
The Globe’s sparse clientele minded their own business. It was only two in the afternoon, but the quiet chatter from the couple in the corner and the two middle-aged men at the end of the bar was comforting. Quiet indie music played through the speakers, and every few minutes came the smashing of pool balls ricocheting.
The world continued ticking over, no matter what happened. Maya found a strange bit of comfort in that. Things couldn’t be broken forever. Even when it felt like they would be.
But she didn’t want to think about Jamie. Or her dad. Whatever fucked-up stuff had happened last year. She didn’t want to think at all.
Her eyes caught on the balder of the two men at the end of the bar. His patchy stubble needed some TLC and his mate’s wasn’t much better. He shook his head at something on his phone, holding it up for his friend to see. Their voices raised; whatever was on the screen was obviously fuelling a negative reaction.
Everyone in the pub at two in the afternoon is probably harbouring their own problems.
Maya paid and sipped her double vodka coke. The fuzzy warmness of the alcohol enveloped her now, and she relaxed into her seat. Yes, she was missing her university lecture. Yes, she’d been avoiding Jamie’s texts—and Hannah’s for that matter—but she didn’t know where to start. Hannah would be mad at Maya for not confiding in her, but she felt pathetic. They’d lost their first game to the Harriers, and it was her fault. She didn’t want to think about anything anymore; she wasn’t equipped to deal with any of it.
That’s what drinking is for, though, right?
She smiled to herself and took another sip, letting out a satisfied breath that caught the attention of the two men at the end of the bar.
“Didn’t think I’d see you here.”
The soft voice from behind her made Maya’s insides shrivel. Surely her imagination was playing a cruel trick on her, but she turned and looked into Carly’s blue eyes.
Carly took a seat next to her, eyed her drink, and gave her a heart-stopping smile. Maya’s gaze dropped down her simple black skater dress and generous cleavage before returning to her face.
Great.
Just what I need.
She scanned the bar and let out a sigh of relief when she realised Luke wasn’t with her. That would have been the last nail in her coffin.
“Where’s Luke?” she asked anyway.
You’ve not seen her in months, and that’s the first thing you ask? She giggled, surprised at the sound leaving her mouth.
“How many have you had?” Carly laughed, nudging her, and the feeling tugged at her memories. All the nights they’d spent in their bedrooms. All the times they’d gossiped and joked and blurred the lines. All the feelings she’d had for her. She always showed up at the worst times.
“Just a couple.” She tucked her head into her shirt to avoid smelling Carly’s perfume. She didn’t want to remember those times. She just wanted to forget. Why wouldn’t people leave her alone?
Carly ordered a drink and turned to her, her gaze warming Maya’s cheeks. “You want to sit together and catch up?”
Maya swirled her ice cubes. “Not really.”
“Has something happened?”
“No.”
The bartender brought Carly’s vodka lime soda over, and she thanked him. She bumped Maya with her elbow. “Come on. Have a drink with me.” When Maya didn’t answer, she placed her hand over hers. “Please.”
Maya wanted to blame the alcohol for accepting her invitation. Or maybe it was boredom. Sitting at the bar drinking her sorrows away hadn’t been the relief she’d hoped. The ghosts of the last week still haunted her.
Who even was Jamie Mellor?
They sat at a corner table, away from the speaker. Maya started tearing up a beer mat. Neither of them spoke, but she felt Carly’s eyes on her.
“Why are you here, Carly? You always hated the Globe.”
Carly stiffened a little before righting herself. “Luke likes it. But we don’t need to talk about him.” She reached across the table, brushing her fingers against Maya’s. Maya gripped her glass tighter. “I want to talk about you.”
“What about me?”
Carly paused, waiting until Maya looked at her before continuing, “I miss you.”
Maya’s default reaction was to scoff, but instead, her stomach tingled. Carly’s eyes held hers, and she smiled. She seemed genuine. Then Carly sighed, shifting herself around the table so they were now sitting side by side.
“I do miss you, Maya.” Their knees brushed together. “We used to be really close.”
Is it the alcohol…or is Carly flirting with me?
Maya swallowed. “A lot has changed since then.”
“Talk to me about it.”
“You don’t want to know.”
“Try me.”
The heat from her thigh pressed against Maya’s, combined with the fuzzy buzz from the vodka, made it hard to think straight. Carly’s kind blue eyes were sucking her in. She was struggling to think of reasons not to talk.
So, with a sigh, she told her about Jamie. Not everything, just the bare details. Carly listened intently, asking questions, touching her arm, giving Maya the attention she’d craved for all those years.
It fed her ego. They drank more. The rest of the Globe faded at the edges. She felt like they’d jumped backwards in a time machine, or fallen into an old fantasy of hers.
“We’ve always had a special connection, don’t you think?” Carly murmured.
Maya finished her drink and pushed the glass away. The multicoloured flags decorating the ceiling blurred into a watercolour mess as she tried to focus on anything other than Carly’s hand on her thigh. She’d accepted that she and Carly were never going to happen. The thought of that changing was seriously fucking with her head. It was impossible. So what was going on? Had Carly really missed her?
“I don’t know, Carly.”
Carly leaned back, her gaze flicking over her. “Because of her?”
Jamie’s face appeared behind Maya’s eyelids. Her cheeky grin and her soft blonde hair. All her fierceness and playfulness. How easily she could switch between different emotions. Her kindness and her silly dancing. The way she’d look at Maya like she was the only thing worth seeing. A warm feeling swelled inside her before she quickly squashed it. She didn’t know how to feel about any of this. Jamie hurt her. She wanted to push it all away. Drink it into something more tangible. But even the alcohol couldn’t help. And now Carly was making it worse.
“I don’t know,” she said.
Would sleeping with Carly make her feel better? Casual sex used to be her go-to, and the alcohol wasn’t working. But could anything be just casual with Carly? Did Maya even want that?
Carly’s phone lit up on the table, and she rushed to darken it.
“Who was that?” Maya asked.
“Just Luke.” Carly squeezed her thigh, and hot pulses swam between her legs.
Fuck. Is she actually into me?
That was all Maya had dreamed about. She looked at her soft pink mouth, and the corners of Carly’s lips pulled upwards. She’d have done anything to close the distance between them once. But something held her back. It felt wrong. Even with the copious amount of alcohol in her system.
Jamie. All she could see was her… Then Carly faded back in. Those curious eyes watching intently. Was she planning on cheating on Luke? That didn’t seem like her. Was she into women, too?
“What would Luke think about your hand on my thigh?” Maya asked.
She wrinkled her nose. “He wouldn’t mind.”
Okay. That pissed her off. “Why not?”
Her face lost a little bit of its composure. “He…doesn’t mind.”
Maya straightened up a little. “What are you saying, Carly?”
Carly chewed her lip, and Maya tried her best to not get distracted. She focused instead on the burning in her chest. What is her angle here?
Carly’s fingers traced circles on Maya’s jeans. “We…well. Luke…erm…” Her fingers stilled, and she exhaled. “You’ve always shown an interest in me, and Luke and I are open to…exploring.”
What?
Maya’s jaw nearly fell off its hinges. Did she really say that, or have I drunk so much I’ve passed out and started hallucinating?
She gathered her composure. “As in…”
“A threesome,” she said with a playful shrug.
“Oh, wow.” She shook her head, the words slotting themselves together to form a picture. “Fucking hell.”
“So…what do you think?”
Maya laughed and drew her hand away. “To your boyfriend having a fantasy about fucking two women, and you thinking I’m the perfect candidate, having been in love with you for so long? You’re unbelievable, Carly. Wow.”
She stood up, her chair scraping the wooden floor. That wasn’t how she’d imagined she’d tell Carly about her feelings, but it was all out there now. She knew on some level she should rein in her voice, too, but everything bubbled up at once, spewing over like vomit.
“I can’t fucking believe you. You never gave a shit about me, did you? You’ve made me the idiot. Again.”
“Maya, wait.” Carly’s mouth opened and closed, but nothing else came out.
“I can’t believe I almost fell for it. Again. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Maya shook her head. “All this time, you knew. You knew, and I just followed you around like a little puppy. You don’t care about me. You never did. You just call me when you need a pick-me-up, or to please your basketball-bro boyfriend. If things are already stale in the bedroom, well, good luck with that.” Maya had never seen Carly so taken aback, but she wasn’t about to hang around and listen to her bullshit anymore. “Leave me alone, Carly. I’m done with you.”
The Globe had got a lot busier without Maya noticing, and she drew the eye of the crowd as she stormed out of the door and onto the street outside. She didn’t know where she was going, but she knew what she needed.
More alcohol.
* * *
Maya opened her eyes, everything a dark blur. A sharp scent of vomit tugged at her stomach, and she gagged, rocking forward.
Where am I?
“Hey, Maya. It’s okay,” a voice spoke softly to her right. “You’re nearly home.”
She turned to the sound and squinted her eyes. The humming and motion told her she was in a car, but the voice confused her. The figure leaned back, and a flash of light rolled across her face.
She took in her straight nose and kind brown eyes. “Leah?”
“Yeah, it’s me.” Leah put a hand on her shoulder. The smell of sick wafted up Maya’s nostrils again, and she groaned, noticing that she was covered in—she assumed—her own vomit.
“What…happened?” She blinked, trying to dislodge this sensation and make some sense. Why is Leah here?
Who’s driving?
“It’s alright. You’re safe now. Look, you’re home.” The car stopped, and Maya dizzily looked outside. What time is it?
She racked her brain but couldn’t remember anything.
“Thanks, mate,” Leah addressed the driver, leaning forward. “I’ll just be a minute while I get her inside.” Then she turned to Maya. “Come on.”
She staggered to the house with Leah’s support, head spinning and protesting with each movement. What’s going on?
The door opened before they reached it. Her mum’s face fell when she saw Maya, and she clambered down the steps in her white dressing gown, hair ruffled by sleep.
“Jesus, Maya. Look at the state of you. What happened?”
The last thing she needed was a Mum lecture. She couldn’t stop herself from rolling her eyes. “Don’t start, Mum. You…lemon.”
Her mum inspected her dirty outfit and let out a sigh. “Thank you for bringing her home, Leah.”
Since when were they on a first-name basis? Maya would ask, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.
“No problem.” Leah rubbed Maya’s shoulder. “I’ll see you at uni.”
“Can’t wait.”
After she’d gone, Maya wished she’d thanked her, but all she wanted to do was close her eyes, lie down, and pretend none of this was happening. The taxi pulled away, and her mum helped her inside.
The door closed behind them. The warm light from the lamp partially illuminated the living room. Everything else was in darkness. Had her mum been waiting up? She kicked off her shoes while her mum watched.
Her mum sighed. “Are you alright?”
“I’m great.”
“No, you’re not.” Her gaze held hers, piercing through the walls.
Maya’s eyes pricked, and she wished the tears away. She was supposed to have her shit together. She was supposed to be the one helping. She didn’t want to cry in front of anyone. Especially not her mum.
“Oh, Maya, love. What’s wrong?” Her mum pulled her into her, and she collapsed, breathing in her flowery perfume. She sobbed into the soft cotton of her dressing gown while her mum rubbed her back.
She pulled away. “Sorry, I’m getting stuff all over you.”
“It’s okay. Nothing a bit of Grandma’s Vanish won’t fix. Or one of the Witch Club’s concoctions.”
They both laughed, but Maya’s smile quickly faded. Everything ached. Her head. Her stomach. Her chest. It all felt such a mess.
The emotions surged up, and she let out another sob.
“Oh, come on, love. Let’s get you upstairs.”
Her mum guided her into the bathroom, taking off her dirty clothes and helping her into the shower. She sat on the tiles while the water fell over her. Her mum washed her hair, the scent of strawberry shampoo replacing the stench of booze and sick.
Her mum let her cry for a while as all her feelings fought for centre stage. Hurt. Embarrassment. Guilt. Regret.
She was hurt that Jamie hadn’t confided in her. Confused about the revelations about her dad and former coach. Was there more Jamie wasn’t saying? Had Maya judged her too quickly? Did Jamie even like her at all? She was embarrassed at letting her team down. Getting a red card and losing to their arch rivals was the worst game of her life. She felt guilt and shame about her behaviour. Regret about pushing her friends away. Anger at Carly. Sadness at it all.
Sadness won out, drowning the others with its weight.
After her mum had washed the last of the suds out of her hair, she wrapped a towel around her and helped her to her bedroom to put on clean pyjamas. Maya sunk into bed, feeling clean but heavy.
Her mum sat next to her. “I’ve been thinking a lot about things lately.” She softly brushed Maya’s drying hair from her face. “I know we don’t speak about your dad. That probably wasn’t fair of me, but…I loved him very much.”
Maya’s breath caught in her throat. Her mum rarely mentioned her dad at all. They’d had a holiday romance when they were travelling, and Maya was the byproduct. She’d only seen grainy pictures of them together. She’d inherited his Spanish complexion and dark eyes, but she’d never really thought of him in any other way.
“We’d been dating for a while. Casual,” she continued. “But we’d spoken about travelling into Portugal together. And I was young. I would’ve followed him anywhere.” She gave Maya a small smile. “So when I woke to find he’d packed his bags and left without me, I was heartbroken. No note. Nothing.”
“Did you have his number?”
“No. Things were different in those days. We didn’t have social media or anything. He was just gone.”
Jesus. That takes ghosting to a whole new level.
“I’m sorry, Mum.”
“It’s okay. He gave me the best thing.”
Don’t say me.
“…You.”
Maya cringed. “That’s so cliché.”
“It’s true.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
Her mum pressed her lips together and exhaled. “Well. After what happened with your dad…I didn’t want a relationship. I’d just got you. I didn’t want to let anyone jeopardise that. I couldn’t risk it.” Her voice softened, and in the darkness of Maya’s bedroom, her mum almost felt like a different person. As though Maya had fallen into an alternate universe when she’d stumbled out of the Globe. “I shut myself off and threw myself into work,” her mum went on. “It was safer that way. More manageable. I thought I was doing what was best. For us. But playing it safe only takes you so far. If you never risk anything, you’re not really living.”
Her words tangled themselves around Maya’s intestines and squeezed.
“You don’t have to tell me what happened,” she continued. “But putting yourself out there in the first place is brave.”
Maya swallowed. “It doesn’t feel it.” It made her feel cowardly, like packing all her stuff into a polka-dot bundle and running far away. Twice she’d let someone close enough to hurt her. Carly wasn’t Jamie—not at all. But the result had been the same. She didn’t want to keep feeling like this.
“Did she hurt you?” her mum asked.
The tightness in Maya’s chest intensified. Her mum definitely knew about Jamie. “Yeah. I think I hurt her too, though.”
“Sometimes we hurt the people we love. We can’t help it. It doesn’t mean we’re bad people, just that we’re human.” She tapped her fingers on the duvet. “But being vulnerable is beautiful. Opening yourself up even when you’ve been hurt shows just how big your heart is. Don’t hide those parts of yourself away.”
Maya shook her head, not quite wanting to hear what her mum was saying.
“Do you remember Adrian? And Scott?”
She nodded. They’d been some of Mum’s boyfriends. She remembered Adrian always trying to talk to her about football, even though he didn’t really understand it or know any of the recent players. She didn’t know why either of them had stopped coming over; she’d never really given it much thought. “Why did you break up?”
Her mum gave her a sad smile. “I got too scared. Whenever they got close, I just…pushed them away. It was easier. Less risky.”
Maya understood that.
“But it was harder too. Living with the ‘what if’, with regret. I’ve no idea what could have happened if I’d just taken a leap of faith. But I was scared. I don’t want that for you too.”
Maya’s eyes prickled again. She and her mum were a lot more alike than she’d thought. Grandma was right. That news felt foreign to her. She didn’t know what to do with all this information.
“I’m sorry for pushing you away too, Maya.” Her mum sniffed, her voice wobbling. “I know that I’ve done that. Relied too much on my parents to pick up the slack.”
Her mum had been younger than her when she was pregnant, and being a single parent couldn’t have been easy. Their relationship wasn’t perfect, but Maya reached for her hand, a new wave of understanding dawning on her. “I’m sorry too, Mum.”
They spoke a little more. Maya told her about her feelings for Jamie, and the breakdown of her friendship with Carly. Then, when she couldn’t fight off her yawns any longer, they agreed it was time to go to bed.
“Mum?”
Her mum turned, a dark silhouette at the door.
Maya smiled at her. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, love. Now get some rest. Or you’ll have an even nastier hangover in the morning.”
She closed the door, and Maya was enveloped in darkness. All she could think about was Jamie. She knew what she needed to do. Time for a leap of faith.
She just needed some sleep first.



Chapter Twenty-Six
Maya
Maya spent most of the next day in bed with the hangover from hell, rewatching The L Word on her old laptop. It brought a little comfort to know her life was never going to reach that level of Tibette dramatics—almost throwing up every half hour was quick to negate that relief, however.
The following day, freshly showered and dressed in her favourite navy plaid shirt, she tidied the hoard of plates and cups she’d stashed in her room and then cleaned up downstairs. Her mum and Grandma were out doing the big food shop, so she made Grandpa a cup of tea before she had to leave to catch her bus.
She knocked at his door. The squabbling from the TV crackled through the speakers, and his kind eyes flicked to hers as she entered, crinkling at the edges.
“Hey, kid.”
“Hey, Grandpa.” She placed his tea on the table beside his bed. “How you doing?”
His wispy grey hair sprung out from all angles, reminding her of Albert Einstein without the moustache. His fingers moved over the trim of his green cardigan, drawing her eye to the pin there that they’d won for him at the seaside. “All the better for seeing you. No tea today?”
“No, I’m about to head out, actually. Just wanted to see if you wanted anything before I go. Mum and Grandma should be back soon, but if I don’t get this bus, the next one isn’t for an hour.”
He nodded, giving her a knowing look. “You goin’ to see her?”
“Yeah. I need to sort this out.” Maya sighed. He must have heard some of the commotion the other night, but how much did he know? “I’m sorry if I woke you up. I’d had a bit too much to drink and—”
He held up his hand. “Let me stop ya there. Your mother should’ve never let ya back here in the first place.”
Maya’s mouth fell open. What?
“I said not to let ya move back, but did they listen to me? No. They think I’ve lost me marbles.”
“Grandpa, what are you talking about? It was my decision, and I wanted to do it.”
He sighed. “I don’t want you to…miss out on your life ’cos of me.”
Maya’s chest tightened. “Grandpa. Don’t say that.” She took a seat in the armchair next to him.
“I’ve had my life. Yours is just startin’. You’re so sweet for wanting to help.” He shook his head. “But, goddammit, I was furious.”
“I wouldn’t change it.”
He looked at her then, dark eyes really searching. “What are ya scared of?”
She exhaled an uncertain breath and tried to cover it with laughter. That wasn’t exactly an easy question to answer. “Erm…well…everything.”
“You can’t spend your whole life being scared… It’s gonna happen anyway, kid. You don’t wanna miss it.”
Maya folded her hands in her lap, her mind starting to gear into overdrive. “I just never know if I’m making the right choices.”
“Well, let me tell ya a secret. No bugger does.” He grinned his toothy smile. “You think I’ve never made mistakes? Your grandma? Your mum? We make them all the time. It’s how you learn from ’em that matters.”
Maya smiled. “Thanks, Grandpa.”
“Take my car,” he said, his head nodding like a bobble head.
“Grandpa, I can’t do that—”
“Take it!”
“It’s illegal. I haven’t passed my test yet.”
“Rubbish. In my day, me, Roger, and Loopy would steal our dads’ cars with less a fuss.”
She shook her head, a laugh forming in her throat. “It’s sweet of you to offer—though you haven’t seen me drive yet. I could easily wreck it.”
One side of Grandpa’s mouth crept up into a smile. “No, ya wouldn’t.”
“No.” She’d probably drive that car so carefully and slowly, it’d be quicker to take the bus anyway.
They both chuckled, then Grandpa flashed another lopsided grin at her. “Go on, then. What’re you waiting for, kid? Get outta here.”
* * *
Maya brushed down her jeans and shirt, hoping the combination of the bus smell and the orange-fingered passenger scoffing cheesy puffs hadn’t rubbed off on her. Nerves coiled tightly in her belly as she walked the path to Jamie’s accommodation.
Jamie should have free periods this morning, but now Maya was edging closer to her door, doubt crept in. She should’ve texted her first. Of course—she should’ve texted her first! She might not even want to see her. Her heart sank.
She pulled her phone from her pocket and fired off a message.
Can I speak to you please? Are you in?
She paced the entryway, browsing the ancient-looking sweets in the vending machine, then looked through the flyers left on top of the mailboxes. A scraggly looking dude wearing an equally tatty denim shirt greeted her as he lazily opened his post.
He sifted through the flyers with grubby fingers. “If I get one more piece of paper for Rosie’s, man, I’ll burn that place down.” He dumped them in the bin—overflowing with takeaway leaflets and more of the same Rosie’s flyers—and left through the doors, taking the cloud of weed stench with him.
I guess not everyone has an appreciation for Jerome the parrot.
Her phone vibrated with a reply from Jamie.
When?
Now? She messaged immediately.
The dots bounced, and she strolled down the hall towards Jamie’s door. Her heart was thumping hard against her ribcage, making the nerves coil tighter and tighter with each step.
Are you already here?
Before she could answer, Jamie’s door opened down the hall, and she poked her head out, mouth slack, blonde hair sticking up in all directions.
Maya’s heart squeezed. She’d missed her more than she’d admit to herself.
“Hey,” Maya said.
Jamie slumped against the door. The usual electric Jamie-energy was nowhere to be seen as her tired eyes combed over her. “What’re you doing here?” she asked, one hand still gripping the door handle.
“I want to talk to you.”
“You could’ve given me some warning.”
“I…did.”
Her eyebrow arched. “Hardly.”
Maya aimed her puppy eyes and smile in her direction. “Sorry.”
Jamie sighed, leaning back to make room for her. “And you used to say I was a stalker.”
She led the way through the living room, and Maya caught a glimpse of something made out of old socks. Must be some new project the Morley twins were working on.
Jamie’s bedroom was the messiest she’d ever seen it—which still made it tidier than her own. Her dirty clothes were piled up on the chair in the corner, books and sheets of paper were spread over the floor like she’d dropped them and forgotten to pick them up. Jamie scooped up some of the pieces with her foot as she walked by, then flipped the notebook closed on her bedside table.
A strained silence lay in the air between them. Maya hated it.
“What’s that the twins are making?” she asked.
“Something for their art project. Finally solved the mystery of my missing socks.”
Maya wanted to make a joke about it, to tease her, but the mood made her swallow her comment.
Jamie sat on her bed with a sigh. When Maya hovered awkwardly, not knowing whether to join her, she patted the space beside her.
Maya fought the instinct to reach out and cup her face as she joined her on the bed. Jamie’s sunken blue eyes wandered the walls around them, holding so much sadness she wanted to clutch her close to her chest and not let go. She hadn’t even reached out to her to see if she was okay. She’d been spending too much time feeling sorry for herself.
Nice going, Maya.
“How are you?” she asked, afraid to hear the answer.
“Not great. How about you?”
“Yeah, not great.” She shifted on the bed. Had Leah told her what had happened? Where was she even supposed to start? Words never did come easily to her. How could she begin to unravel everything tangled in her brain?
She looked at Jamie again. The soft slope of her nose and her chin dimple. The heart-shaped curve of the mouth that was usually grinning or laughing at something—now downturned and sad. There was not a lot Maya hated more than seeing Jamie upset, but Maya being the reason for it was crushing.
“I’m sorry, Jamie,” she began, her voice sticking in her throat. “I’m sorry for the way I reacted. I was caught off guard, and my head was all over the place.” She looked away. Jamie’s gaze on her made it difficult to think. She picked at the skin of her thumb.
“I’m sorry I didn’t say anything sooner,” Jamie said quietly. “It’s just…kind of impossible to talk about.” She shook her head. “I tried. I promise you, I did try to tell you. But as soon as I felt you looking at me, I couldn’t get the words out.”
Maya knew the feeling. Suddenly, she had an idea. Jamie flinched as she leaped off the bed and crossed the room to the light switch. In Maddie’s safe space, the darkness had been comforting, like she was sharing her feelings with the endless sky. They didn’t have a projector this time, but she hoped it would bring a similar sense of safety. She flipped the switch, and the room was cloaked in darkness.
She fumbled her way back to the bed, feeling half as confident in her theory and twice as stupid. The slivers of light poking either side of the blinds helped guide the way just enough for her not to trip and fall.
“Is my bed hair really that bad?” Jamie said as Maya rejoined her. In the darkness of the room, Maya could just make out her fuzzy silhouette, but none of her sad features.
“My friend does this,” she explained. “It makes it easier to talk about things when you can’t see people looking at you. I thought it might help.”
Jamie sighed. “I don’t know, Maya.”
“Do you want me to go first?” When Jamie didn’t reply, she sucked in a deep breath and let it go. “I’ve realised quite a lot about myself the last few days. You asked me at the beach why I used to drink, right?” She took another breath to steady herself and calm her thundering heart. “I said it was to forget, but maybe it was more about running away. I think I’ve been running away from a lot of things for a while. The future. The past. Well, even the present.”
She remembered Grandpa’s words in her head. You can’t spend ya whole life being scared.
“I think the reality is that I’m scared. That’s what it boils down to. I’m scared of letting down my family, of being a failure. I wanted to prove Mum wrong, for all of it to mean something. I was scared of everything changing. Of losing Carly. About my life after this. But most of all, I’m scared of my feelings for you.”
The words sucked up all the air in the room.
Jamie put her hand on Maya’s leg. She exhaled a shaky breath, touched by her gesture of comfort.
“What is it that scares you?” Jamie asked.
“There’s so much force in these feelings. I think I’m terrified to give somebody that power over me. ’Cos if I did, they’d have the power to break me. How could I let them do that?”
Maya’s eyes pricked, and she squeezed them shut. It was a constant battle, siphoning as much of herself as she could give away. She didn’t want to have to do that anymore.
She opened her eyes and tried to find Jamie’s in the darkness. “I don’t want to spend my whole life scared. I know there’s no guarantees of this working out or of you not breaking my heart, but if I don’t give us a chance, it’s going to break my heart anyway. There’s risk. There’s always going to be…but I don’t want to live with regret. I want to take a leap of faith. With you. If you want that.” She threaded her fingers through Jamie’s, brushing her thumb over her knuckles. “You’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever met. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you. I think in some way I was just looking for any excuse to not make this work. Anything to push you away. To protect myself. So when I heard what happened, my brain just seized it and ran with it. I’m really sorry.”
Jamie squeezed her hand. “Thank you. Thanks for being so honest with me. I know it’s not always easy for you.” She blew out a breath, and it tickled Maya’s face. Maya wished she could see her expression, but she let herself be guided by her voice.
“Football was my life,” Jamie went on. “The team. My friends. All of it. We were unbeatable. The team was very competitive, as you know. Dad used that to his advantage.” She paused, and Maya’s heart jumped into her throat. “I was seeing a girl on the team, that’s true. I just didn’t think it was my dad’s idea to cover his own tracks. To think he did that under my nose, and to pit people against each other, makes me sick.” She swallowed. “I couldn’t believe it when it came out. It didn’t feel real. It was awful, but I didn’t think for one second that the team would all turn their backs on me. I hadn’t known anything about it. They were supposed to be my friends. But that’s people for you. They changed at the drop of a hat, making out like I was in on this sick scheme. It didn’t even make sense. What would I get out of something like that? But they just wanted to play whatever narrative suited them.”
Maya’s chest ached. She’d never heard Jamie sound so small, so defeated. It made her want to go back in time and make the Harriers pay for everything they’d done to her. Especially her dad. Jamie deserved to be treated better by the world. She had the biggest heart Maya had ever known.
She hated that Robyn had made her doubt that. She tried to quell the anger churning inside. Jamie wasn’t finished yet. She squeezed her hand.
“We used to get hate mail. Things thrown at the house. My teammates wouldn’t talk to me. How was what my dad did my fault?” Jamie broke into a sob, and Maya pulled her close, wrapping her arms around her. She rocked her as she cried on her chest. “I had to hide that entire summer,” Jamie said. “Do you know how embarrassing that is?”
“I’m so sorry,” Maya whispered into her hair, breathing in her scent. “I hate that you went through that.”
She held her while she cried, all the time her heart threatening to burst. How could they do that to her? How could her dad? She really wanted to ask the questions, but she didn’t want to push her. She understood how hard it was to open up. She combed her fingers through Jamie’s thick hair, holding her close in the safety of the darkness. When she’d stopped heaving, Maya brushed her wet cheeks with her fingers. She never wanted Jamie to feel this way ever again.
“How are things at home now?” she asked.
Jamie let out a humourless laugh. “Dad’s doing everything to portray the perfect husband, of course. Thinks he can buy us back with his money.”
Maya thought about Jamie’s newest-edition Nike trainers. How she’d always got the latest football boots.
“I don’t know if Mum will leave him, though,” she continued. “I want her to. They still argue all the time. Seems like moving house and running away doesn’t solve all your problems.”
“I’m sorry.” Maya didn’t know what to say to make it better. She supposed there wasn’t anything. So she just held her tighter. “Thank you for telling me.”
“I’m sorry for not telling you sooner. It’s just so embarrassing, then the longer I left it, the worse it became. And then I got scared because…what if you believed them too? I didn’t want to lose you. Not after everything else.”
Maya rocked her as another sob wracked her body. Then she kissed her head, her temple, her cheek. “I’m here. I’m sorry. I’m here, okay.”
They stayed like that for a while before lying down on her bed. Maya wrapped her arms and legs around Jamie like a cocoon and snuggled into her neck. Her cries and tears subsided eventually, leaving their hearts coming together in a steady rhythm. Maya could finally breathe.
It felt like they’d been lost to the darkness for hours. But they were safe there. A part of Maya never wanted to leave. Then she remembered what she’d brought with her.
“Hey,” she whispered, tracing her fingers down Jamie’s arm. “I made you something.”
“What is it?” she asked, a little groggily.
Maya fought the discomfort spreading up her neck. Maybe Jamie would think she was stupid. She pushed those thoughts away. She knew Jamie wouldn’t be like that. Being so vulnerable just didn’t come easily to her.
“I, uh, made you a CD. With all the songs that make me think of you.”
“You did what?” Jamie wriggled in her grip, moving into a sitting position. “Really? You made me a CD?”
“Yeah. My favourite of the eighties ones you showed me. And some others.” It’d been her mum’s idea initially. She’d said it was something they used to do when they were younger, and Maya thought it would be right up Jamie’s alley. Maya was glad the lights were off so Jamie couldn’t see her blushing face. She’d even added the song she did her striptease to as a bonus track.
“A CD? How retro of you. That is so adorable! I want to see it.”
Jamie’s hands searched for her face, and then she kissed her, missing her lips and grazing her nose. They laughed, finding and melting into each other’s mouths. What was intended as a soft kiss of appreciation quickly intensified.
It’d felt like years since she’d had Jamie’s lips on hers. She was starving for her taste.
Jamie’s fingers curled around her jaw as she kissed her deeper. Maya leaned into the sensation, warm gooey heat pooling in her stomach, and pulled her closer. She shifted her weight, flipping Jamie onto her side and slipping her tongue into her mouth.
“Fuck,” she cursed, kissing her harder, her hands touching her everywhere. She broke the kiss, brushing her lips over Jamie’s jawline so she could kiss her favourite place behind her ear. Jamie shuddered underneath her touch, and she sucked at the delicate skin, spurred on by the whimper leaving her throat.
“I missed you,” she said, sliding her hands under Jamie’s white cotton T-shirt, her fingertips circling the soft skin of her back. She dug in her nails, and Jamie groaned into her mouth.
“Can we turn the light on now?”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Maya
In the soft light from Jamie’s bedside table, Maya could tell there was only one thing on her mind. The aching between her legs agreed wholeheartedly.
Any trace of sadness had long been washed away from Jamie’s face, even when hauntingly cast in shadow. Those eyes of hers combed Maya hungrily, in a way that made her feel she was already completely naked.
She pushed herself up off the bed, standing to pull Jamie into a kiss. Jamie met her lips with force, mouth and hands bruising as they roamed her body, lighting fires with every touch. Maya gripped the waistband of her joggers, sliding her hands inside. She grunted as Jamie pushed her away and back onto the bed. She looked up at her from the mattress in confusion.
“Sit there,” Jamie commanded, towering over her.
Maya pressed her lips together, both confused and aroused by the change of pace.
Jamie removed her trousers and pulled her T-shirt over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and Maya’s gaze snapped to her pink nipples. Jamie’s lips quirked at her reaction, and she bent over to rummage through her bedside drawer. She produced a box and threw it to the bottom of the bed. Maya’s eyes widened at the size of the purple toy on the picture.
“For later,” Jamie commented, slinking back towards her.
“Is that so?”
“Yes. If you still want to.”
“I do.”
She placed herself between Maya’s legs, spreading her thighs apart, before undoing her shirt buttons. Maya found herself lost in the movement, the sound of her own breathing ringing in her ears.
“I want to take my time with you,” Jamie said as she undressed her, shifting the shirt over Maya’s shoulders, and taking in the skin on display. She undid the clasp of her bra and discarded that behind her too, leaving Maya’s top half exposed. Goosebumps spread over her chest and arms, though she wasn’t cold. Jamie dropped to her knees, popping open the buttons on her jeans and slowly inching down the zipper.
Maya inhaled, feeling herself pulse.
Jamie’s hands brushed up her thighs, stopping just centimetres away from where Maya wanted them most. She felt herself get wetter. The sight of Jamie on her knees…her hands rubbing the tops of her thighs…fingertips dipping down the inside of her groin…Maya bit her lip. Her clit throbbed in anticipation.
When Jamie seized the waistband of her jeans, she lifted her hips so she could tug them down her legs. Sitting in her underwear, she leaned back on her hands, letting Jamie soak in the sight. Jamie’s gaze dropped to the crotch of her pants, and she fell to her knees again. She inched closer, her breath tickling every nerve ending. Maya fisted the duvet in her hands, desperate for her to touch her.
Jamie’s eyes met hers. How fucking perfect she looked with her head between her thighs. Her tongue flicked out, brushing Maya through the thin layer of her underwear.
“Jamie, don’t play with me,” she hissed.
“When you gotta work for something, it’s a bigger reward, right?”
I knew those words would come back to haunt me. Maya cursed, and Jamie laughed, her breath against her, making her squirm even more.
“I hate you.” The words came out in a strained exhale.
She sucked Maya’s clit through the fabric, and Maya fisted the sheets harder. She broke contact far too quickly, and Maya groaned. “If I were you, I’d be really, really nice to me,” Jamie said.
Maya caught her gaze, breath catching in her throat. “What do you want?”
“I want all of you,” she said softly, her fingers curling around her neck. “I don’t want you to hold back.” She kissed her, gentle and warm, with enough tongue to make Maya’s stomach hit the floor. She broke the kiss, looking deep into Maya’s eyes. “I want you to give me everything. I want all of you, Maya. Everything.”
Maya swallowed. The notion of giving herself to someone completely was foreign. There was always a piece she wanted to keep hidden, stored away somewhere no one could reach it. She used to think that was because of Carly. That she never gave herself in her entirety because parts of her belonged to her first love. But that wasn’t true—it was Maya’s own fear stopping her. The fear of not being in control. The fear of getting hurt.
Looking into Jamie’s deep blue eyes, a unique warmth rushed from her head to her toes, filling up all the spaces. She caressed her cheek, brushing her thumb over her perfect bottom lip. “I’m all yours.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
Jamie grinned, ducking to press her smile into Maya’s thigh.
Maya laughed, cupping her face in her hands and kissing her again. “You’re very cute when you go all shy.”
“I’m not. Dammit. Now I’ve lost my mojo. I had you right where I wanted you.”
Maya gestured to herself, sitting completely naked on the bed bar her underwear. She squeezed Jamie between her thighs. “I’m not going anywhere.”
They locked eyes. “Right.” The mood shifted again. Jamie pushed Maya’s thighs apart, lowering her face. The shallow dusting of her breath against her clit made Maya want to scream, but she bit her lip, watching as Jamie slid the crotch of her pants to the side. Her lips brushed over the length of her and then her tongue slid out, gliding over her opening. Maya collapsed back onto the bed as she plunged deeper. All she could do was grasp at the back of Jamie’s head and groan as the feeling consumed her.
Jamie reached under her, pulling Maya’s arse closer to her greedy mouth. Her warm lips and tongue worked together perfectly to draw whimpers from her throat, her fingers digging into Maya’s thighs, pushing herself deeper.
Maya’s other hand pressed hard into Jamie’s shoulders. “Your tongue feels amazing,” she murmured, pulling her gaze from the ceiling to watch her. Her belly twinged as Jamie’s eager tongue diverted to her clit, swirling hot, wet circles that made her curse. Her legs started to quiver beneath her hands.
To Maya’s dismay, Jamie’s pace slowed. Her gaze found hers, pinning her in place. She felt each slow, torturous flick of her tongue tenfold. Then Jamie pulled back, giving her a dazzling smile, her face glistening.
Maya panted, both annoyed and turned on by the sight of Jamie’s devilish grin. She missed it between her legs.
Jamie pressed her fingers to Maya’s opening, and she gasped, pulsing with need. Jamie coated her fingers in her slick, teasing her, before finally sinking into her completely.
“Holy fuck.” Maya moaned as she glided in and out of her.
Mischief glinted in Jamie’s eyes. “I’d say you’re definitely wet enough.” When she removed her fingers, Maya growled, replacing them with her own. She was tired of playing around.
Jamie reached for the box at the bottom of the bed, removing its contents. She turned back to Maya, visibly swallowing as she watched her fuck herself.
“Who said you could touch yourself?” She arched an eyebrow. “As hot as that is, your pussy belongs to me until said otherwise.” She took Maya’s hand and brought it to her lips, before sucking the wetness from her fingers.
Maya’s heart and clit throbbed hard in tandem. She wasn’t used to being told what to do. Her instinct was always to seize the reins and take control. But truth be told, she was enjoying the sensation. Jamie’s stern voice and her piercing stare were working their charm. The feeling was unusual for her, but she trusted her.
“I’m all yours,” she said again.
Jamie’s mouth quirked. “Don’t you forget it.” She picked up the harness and toy she’d emptied onto the bed and tightened it around her waist. Maya’s eyes locked on the thick purple shaft resting in her hand.
“I’ve thought about this for weeks,” Jamie said, as she squeezed lube onto the dildo and covered it with her fingers.
Maya swallowed, taking in the length. She’d always been the giver, never the receiver in this situation, and the anticipation was making her quiver.
Jamie bent down to kiss her. Her tongue caressed Maya’s, drawing the breath from her lungs. She tore off Maya’s underwear and rolled it down her legs. Then, adjusting their bodies, she pulled her closer to the edge of the bed and parted her thighs, giving her better access. Maya wrapped her arms around Jamie’s neck as she guided the toy inside her, easing it deeper and deeper.
She exhaled, biting her lip as Jamie pulled all the way out and back in again, letting her savour every inch.
Jamie’s gaze dipped, watching the shaft sliding in and out of her slowly. “You’re so fucking perfect, Maya. God.” Her eyes found Maya’s again, a different emotion swirling in her irises. One Maya wanted to bottle and save for rainy days.
Encouraged by the sounds leaving her mouth, Jamie pulled out and pushed in harder. Maya gripped her shoulders tighter, loving the feeling of her hands on her thighs and the toy filling her. When Jamie quickened the pace, reaching a new sensitive spot that made her toes curl, Maya moaned, letting the sensation consume her. The friction and each roll of Jamie’s hips driving the strap deeper made her want to combust. Jamie pushed her back on the bed and leaned forward, fucking her harder, and Maya clutched the sheets, pleasure building in her centre.
She opened her eyes, running them over Jamie’s strong arms and abs, before focusing on her face. Jamie’s hooded, focused stare made her core tighten.
“God. Yes, Jamie. Fuck me.”
But Jamie stopped thrusting, and Maya whimpered. Jamie’s eyes commanded hers. “Roll over.”
Desperate for the feeling to continue, Maya scrambled onto her front, releasing a gasp of relief when Jamie pushed the shaft back inside her. The angle hit a little better, and she groaned into the bedsheets.
Jamie kissed her shoulder, alternating between soft and biting kisses, grazing her teeth across Maya’s shoulder blades. She sucked hard enough to leave bruises, and Maya couldn’t contain the pleasure. Jamie drove the strap into her, each thrust filling the room with sounds of want.
Fuck, fuck, fuck. Maya grasped the sheets, release building in her core.
“Look at me,” Jamie breathed, her hands gripping Maya’s waist.
Maya swivelled her head to take her in. Jamie’s messy blonde hair was even more tangled, and beads of sweat lined her forehead. The sounds leaving Maya’s mouth made her pound her harder. But it was the way Jamie was looking at her, with such desire and need and ferocity, while her hips thrust against her arse, that shot hot ripples of pleasure through every nerve ending.
She was so close…
“Don’t come yet, Maya,” Jamie uttered breathlessly, sounding on the edge herself. “I want you to finish where we started. On my tongue.”
Oh god.
Maya’s legs shuddered, unable to fight the feeling threatening to spill over. Her clit pulsed so hard it was painful.
Jamie pulled out, flipping her onto her back again. She was helpless, her shaky limbs drained of all sense of self.
“Jamie, please, make me come.”
Jamie slipped off the harness and, wasting no time, sunk her fingers into her, resuming the delicious rhythm of the strap. She groaned as Maya tightened around her; her eyes were hooded and possessive.
“Give me everything, Maya. Everything.” Jamie bent down to suck her lip into her mouth, and Maya’s core hummed, quivering, hovering above release. She’d never felt so desperate. When Jamie’s hot mouth closed over her clit, she arched off the bed, the pleasure almost unbearable. Jamie’s wet tongue lapped greedy circles, her fingers pushing her higher than she’d ever been before.
“Jamie…” With a rumbling moan deep in her chest, Maya came hard. The most intense orgasm of her life ripped through her. Euphoria coated every inch of her body as a blinding flash of white bolted through her senses.
Fuck, fuck, fuck. Jamie’s mouth pressed hard against her clit, bringing another wave of pleasure. She could hardly breathe.
When her vision cleared, Maya glanced down to find Jamie watching with hungry eyes. With a wicked grin, she sunk her tongue into her again, sliding up and down her length with a hum. She finished the lap with a kiss to her clit, and Maya flinched from the sensitivity.
Jamie crawled up Maya’s body, her hands tracing over her bare skin, and gazed at her playfully. “Meh?” she asked.
Maya laughed a croaky chuckle. “Definitely not meh. That was…”
“Life-changing? Earth-shattering? Erm…Amazeballs?”
“Amazeballs?” They both cackled, and she pulled Jamie’s hot, sweaty body closer. “What a way to ruin it. You’re so stupid.” She combed a hand through Jamie’s messy hair, feeling a swell in her heart as she gazed up at her.
“Stupid crazy about you,” Jamie murmured.
Maya couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across her face. “Admittedly, I’m pretty stupid crazy about you too.”
She was dying to touch her, the need to make her feel as good as she’d just felt intensifying with every passing second. Maya loved this. The push and pull. The hard and the soft. All the pieces of them in between.
And making Jamie come around her fingers was her favourite thing to do. She brushed her hands over the soft skin of her back and hips, smiling as goosebumps rippled over her pale skin. Jamie’s muscular thighs tensed under her touch, and she let her hands drift to cup her peachy bum. This woman was everything.
She relished the feeling. The power. The need.
It was such a fucking privilege to be able to touch Jamie this way.
And she wanted to show her gratitude.
She kissed her, soft and slow, all the emotions she was feeling flowing into her touch. She slipped her tongue into Jamie’s mouth, her core tightening when Jamie’s stroked hers back. She allowed her hands to wander, kissing her harder, faster, heart beating louder in her chest. Jamie panted against Maya’s lips as her fingers pushed apart her silky folds, dipping into her with no resistance.
“Oh my god.” Her stomach rolled at how wet Jamie was. “Someone really enjoyed herself.”
“Can you blame me?” Jamie gasped as Maya hooked her fingers upwards and started pumping them inside her. She widened her legs to let her in, and Maya pushed herself up onto her elbows so she could see her properly. She kissed her again and again, Jamie’s hands grasping at her, wanting her closer, wanting more. So she gave it to her. Everything. She trailed her tongue up her neck, Jamie’s moans getting louder as she picked up the pace with her fingers.
“Touch yourself,” she whispered into her ear.
Jamie didn’t need telling twice.
Maya pulled back to watch her rub circles over her clit. Her legs started to quiver, her eyes squeezing shut.
“Open your eyes, Jamie.”
They fluttered back open, and when they found Maya’s, Jamie whimpered. Her body tensed underneath her, and Maya fucked her harder, soaking in each moment Jamie’s eyelids dipped and feeling herself get wet again.
“Maya—” The rest of Jamie’s sentence was swallowed by a guttural groan as her orgasm engulfed her.
“That’s it, baby,” Maya murmured, breath hitching as Jamie squeezed around Maya’s fingers. “That’s it.”
Jamie moaned, still rubbing herself as her legs quivered. She uttered a multitude of curses, her chest heaving, until she finally collapsed with a sigh. Maya dropped down beside her, squeezing their spent bodies together. She breathed into Jamie’s neck, a mixture of perfume and sweat, and kissed her temple.
“You’re beautiful,” Maya said, unable to stop the words from leaving her mouth.
A low rumble came from the woman in her arms. “So are you.”
As they lay together, pulses racing, hands still not tired of exploring the curves of each other’s bodies, Maya wondered what she’d been so afraid of. She kissed her again, nuzzling herself into her neck, the laughter ringing in her ears making Maya’s heart soar higher than she ever thought possible.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Jamie & Maya
The crowd’s roar sent a shiver down Jamie’s spine as the Millton City women’s team stepped out onto the floodlit pitch. The stadium only had a couple of thousand capacity, but each seat was occupied with the home colours of blue and white, except for a small portion reserved for the away team.
Jamie dreamed of being on that pitch, playing professionally. It had always been her goal. Having three university championships under her belt would certainly work in her favour.
Maya had talked Jamie’s ear off about Millton City, but with studies and other dramas, she hadn’t had the chance to watch many games this season. But this wasn’t an ordinary game. The next ninety minutes determined whether or not Millton City FC would be promoted from the Championship into the WSL, the top flight of English football.
That was huge for a town like this.
It was also pretty exciting, given that Millton FC was one of the clubs Maya had applied to. She’d taken a bit of convincing, but seeing Maya pushing herself and possibly working in the women’s game after graduation had made Jamie want to push herself too.
She’d already registered for trials next month. Having the attention of a scout would fast-track the process, but this way she had a back-up plan.
Maya wolf-whistled next to her, cheeks red from the crisp air. Maddie and Alex flanked them on the left, with Hannah on the right with her latest potential boyfriend—a Bradley Cooper lookalike, enormous beanpole of a man called Chris. Maya’s friends had decided the game would be a good initiation for Chris to meet the gang. So far he’d been polite enough, but Maya had plans to quiz him further later. Whatever that entailed, Jamie hoped Chris was prepared—her girl was a fireball.
It was always a test of any relationship, meeting the friends, and Jamie was used to being too much for some people. It was a relief how well she’d got on with Hannah and Maddie since meeting them last week.
She cupped her hands around her mouth and cheered as they awaited kick-off. The atmosphere around them was thick with anticipation. Jamie’s heart did a silly little skip as she turned to Maya. She leaned in to her to whisper in her ear. “You look seriously hot in my clothes.”
Maya’s cheeks flushed even redder, and she snuggled her chin into the soft material of Jamie’s jumper—the same one she’d given her all those months ago, then regifted her at Christmas.
Maya laid her hand on Jamie’s knee and squeezed. “Well, play your cards right, and you can see me out of it later.”
Jamie grinned, giving her a quick kiss. Then the referee blew her whistle, and the game began.
It was a scrappy first half, the nerves evident in the way the Millton players forced unnecessary passes and took bad touches. The chants and calls from the crowd were restless. There was a lot of pressure—they could sympathise. Millton University only had a few games left themselves, and no room for error. Their final game of the season was away at the Harriers. They had to win. It would be their most challenging game yet, and Jamie was determined to be match-fit this time. She wasn’t going to let the Harriers get the last hurrah. She had to do this for the team—but for herself too, and all the shit they’d put her through last year.
The crowd roared, demanding a handball from the opposition, pulling her back into the present.
“Ref, if you had one more eye, you’d be a cyclops! A blind cyclops!” Chris’s outburst made Jamie and Maya swivel in shock. Maya and Hannah locked eyes, and Hannah raised her eyebrows, channelling the question: What the hell?
Chris collapsed back into his plastic seat, shooting them two thumbs up.
Hannah sure knows how to pick ’em.
After a tense forty-five minutes and more hurled insults from Chris—implying the ref was stupid and something about entertaining inappropriate relationships with a goat—the first half drew to a close, and they funnelled back into the stadium to get drinks.
“Anyone fancy pie and Hendo’s?” Alex asked, sidestepping a group of flag-wearing teenagers bearing the Millton crest. He weaved on his feet, trying to spy the menu through the row of heads waiting in line. A couple pushed past with two plastic cups bubbling with beer, and the queue moved forward.
“Henderson’s relish?” Chris scoffed. “You can’t be serious, mate. It’s piss poor.”
The rest of the group turned to him, quizzical looks on their faces. It was common knowledge you should never insult anything made in the North. Henderson’s relish was a sacred sauce, essential on pies and Sunday dinners. To imply otherwise would most likely result in a broken nose.
Especially in an enclosed space with so many Northerners.
“They’re bloody ten quid,” Hannah jumped in. “I’ll have to take another student loan out to eat here.”
“I say we have food at yours after. You have some leftovers, right? Noodles?” Maya winked at Maddie, who so far had barely said a word, except to ask how much time was left until they could leave. Jamie was surprised she’d come at all. Crowds and overly loud places weren’t usually her thing, but her noise reduction earplugs seemed to help, and it was sweet that she wanted to join them. Maybe it was partly to do with sizing up Chris. Jamie was extra relieved that so far she’d seemed to pass the screening process.
Maddie perked up at Maya’s question, which made Jamie wonder if she was missing out on some kind of joke. “Yeah. We’ve got enough to go around.”
Chris nudged Hannah. “You haven’t cooked though, have you, babe? Don’t wanna get salmonella, eh?” He cracked out laughing at his own joke, jostling Alex with his big forearms when no one joined in.
Maya tensed beside Jamie. Chris’s comment obviously didn’t sit well with her. Jamie gave her a little squeeze.
Alex scratched his stubble. “Erm…just me, then? Anyone else?”
The four of them left Alex and Maddie in the queue and headed back to their seats. Maddie rolled her eyes over Chris’s shoulder, before snuggling into Alex’s side. They looked an unlikely pairing, with Maddie dressed head-to-toe in black, and Alex with his silk teal shirt tucked into tight skinny jeans. But the two of them just…clicked. It worked.
It was a long ten minutes before the game restarted. Jamie and Maya chatted about the upcoming Harriers game while Chris continuously tried to interrupt with his opinion.
Finally, the teams returned. Millton FC were re-energised, meeting each aerial ball, contesting every challenge and pushing the other team deeper into their half. The promise of a goal was in the air.
They leaned closer in their seats as space opened up for the midfielder, Taylor Rider, to run into.
“Shoot,” Jamie urged. “Shoot!”
Before Rider could take a shot, a member of the opposing team tripped her from behind, and she sprawled on the floor. The crowd erupted, and the referee blew for a free kick.
“That should be a red, ref!” Chris shouted. “You’re useless!”
Jamie’s eyes caught on Jenny Larson, the Millton FC head physio, as she rushed onto the pitch with her first aid bag. Maya had been talking about her obsessively for weeks, eager to learn as much as she could if she was called for an interview. Jamie also now knew this woman’s favourite colour was orange and her dog was called Rolo.
Maya suppressed a little squeal, leaning forward to catch a better glimpse. Jamie prayed to all the gay gods that she’d get her break. She deserved it for working so hard, and if the way she’d looked after Jamie’s ankle was any indication, she’d be fantastic at the job.
Maya whispered something under her breath. “Assess the dangers…specific injured structure…decision making.” Jamie loved when she got nerdy like this. Maya revising all the physiological words for their January exams had been such a turn on.
What? Jamie loved her brain. Maya’s brain was hot.
“Do you know you’re talking out loud?” she teased.
“No, I’m not.”
“Yes, you are. You adorable nerd.”
Thankfully, the player got to her feet. Her teammates gathered around her, probably discussing who was best to take the free kick. Just outside the edge of the box, it was a fantastic goal-scoring opportunity. Jamie wished she could run on the field and take it herself.
Taylor Rider claimed the ball, then nudged the rest of the team out of the way. Jamie knew her stats; she’d made six goals from a similar position this season, but the angle was a little trickier here. The ref blew her whistle, and the crowd collectively held their breath.
She ran up and struck the ball with force. It arched over the opposition’s wall, out of reach of the goalkeeper, and into the top corner of the net. The stadium erupted. Everyone leaped to their feet. Jamie linked her arm around Maya, and they cheered as the Millton players celebrated on the field.
Just fifteen more minutes, and they’d be playing WSL football next year.
* * *
They were all riding the high of the Millton FC promotion as they stepped inside Hannah and Maddie’s apartment. Chris, in particular, wouldn’t stop talking. Maya seriously thought about strangling him with her Millton City scarf.
“What a game!” he enthused, kicking off his shoes at the door. “Did you see Rider’s free kick? Inch perfect.”
Maya was sick of his motormouth. She’d bitten her tongue more than a few times for Hannah’s sake, but now she was eager to get the evening over with. His last test was awaiting him in the cupboard.
Little did Jamie know, it was awaiting her too.
She and Jamie collapsed on the sofa, and Maya draped her legs over her. While Chris continued spewing word vomit at anyone who’d listen, Hannah filled and boiled the kettle. Once he’d finished talking about what qualities would make a better ref, he turned to Hannah, catching her putting a selection of Pot Noodles on the counter.
He huffed. “This isn’t what I pictured when you said leftover noodles.”
He wasn’t what I pictured when Hannah said “the nice guy from badminton” was joining us, either.
“Do you have a problem with Pot Noodles?” Maddie asked deadpan, her eyes burning into him.
Maya had to press her lips together not to laugh. All Maddie needed was a wig and gavel.
“Nuh. They’re okay. Kinda makes the pie and Hendo’s look more appealing though, eh?”
Any attempts to coax Maddie into joining his laughter were ignored. Maddie 1 – Chris 0.
“What about you?” Maddie directed at Jamie.
Maya felt her fidget under her on the sofa. She shot her a questioning glance. “I, uh, like them.”
“Oh, yeah? What flavour?”
“Sweet and sour is my favourite. What about you, Maddie?”
Without cracking a smile, she answered, “Bombay bad boy.”
“My alter ego.” Chris nudged Alex, before breaking out into bellowing laughter.
Maya didn’t even know how to respond to that. Hannah looked about ready to empty the boiling kettle on his head. Whether he ate the sandwich or not, it looked like game over. Thank the lord.
Time to rip off the plaster and get this over with.
She jumped up from the sofa, shifting Jamie’s legs off her. “Who’s up for a sandwich, then?”
Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She glanced at her watch. Mum. She was probably wondering how Millton City got on. Maya would call her back. There was no way she wanted to miss this.
The members of the Pot Noodle Club huddled by the counter, constructing their culinary masterpieces and trying to contain their giggles. Chris and Jamie shifted awkwardly, trying to peek over their shoulders while Alex looked on from the other side of the room.
“Should we be afraid?” Jamie asked, a bite of laughter in her voice.
“Maybe,” Hannah teased. “Depends which path you choose.” She offered up her hands, one with a sandwich and the other with the Pot Noodle.
Chris shook his head. “Hard pass.”
Jamie locked eyes with Maya, shaking her head. “I’ll take the sandwich, I guess.”
“A good choice.” They saluted sandwiches and each took a bite.
“You really not going to have anything?” Hannah asked Chris.
He scrunched up his nose. “I’ll eat at home.”
“Knew it,” Maddie muttered next to Maya. “He’s out.”
Maya lowered her voice. “He was out as soon as he started heckling the ref.”
As Chris left to “lay some pipework” in the bathroom, Hannah sank down onto the sofa with a sigh, twirling a fork in her noodles. “That’s it. It’s official. I’m going to die alone.”
“At least you have a spare Pot Noodle now,” Maddie commented. She shrugged when Hannah gave her a death stare. “What? It would be wasted on him.”
Alex chuckled, flattening down the brown curls on his head that had shifted out of place. “You guys and this theory. It’s nuts.”
“What theory?” Jamie asked, through a mouthful of noodle sandwich.
Hannah and Maddie shared a look but didn’t answer, stuffing their mouths full instead.
Jamie turned to Maya, but she just shrugged, the ghost of a smile playing on her lips. Her phone vibrated again, and she pulled it out and answered.
The soft, shallow breaths on the other end of the line made Maya’s stomach turn over.
“Maya?” The wobble in her mum’s voice cut through the air in the room. “It’s Grandpa…I need you to come home.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Maya
The strong smell of carnations made Maya’s nose wrinkle as she placed them with the others on the table. Bouquets of roses and chrysanthemums, orchid plants, and peace lilies—all lovely gestures, but sickly sweet with the reminder of death.
Her mum’s fake lily in the kitchen didn’t seem so bad now.
She forced a smile and turned back to their nosy neighbour, Mrs Corstow. “Thank you for coming—and for the flowers.”
“It’s the least I could do, dear. My deepest sympathies again.” Mrs Corstow dipped her head, the enormous black-and-red fascinator almost poking Maya right in the eye. She’d always been one for dramatics, acting like the sky was falling down if their football went over her hedge when they were kids, or complaining about the bin collection. She and Grandma had never seen eye-to-eye. Maya doubted Grandma would be happy to welcome her into their home, but she couldn’t turn her away now.
She watched Mrs Corstow make her way into the living room, the ridiculous rim of her hat almost knocking over the lamp beside the buffet. She just hoped Grandma would be too distracted to notice her.
The wake occupied their kitchen and living room. Mourners in black gathered in small groups, picking at finger sandwiches and drinking glasses of wine as Mum and Grandma drifted between them. A few of Grandpa’s old colleagues had attended, talking of their times working in the steelworks together. Tony, a short, bespectacled man with a very impressive moustache, had the whole wake in laughter, telling stories of Grandpa playing the class clown and getting himself into trouble. The rest of the mourners were neighbours or Grandma’s friends from the Witch Club coming to pay their respects.
Maya’s own support group were chatting quietly in the corner. Hannah, Maddie, and Alex all looked fresh and sophisticated in their black clothing. She wondered if Hannah had borrowed her dress from Maddie’s extensive black collection. She’d been reluctant to ask her friends to come, but seeing them here was a huge comfort, even if she was still on greeting duty. Then her eyes found Jamie, whose black suit hugged her closely like a second skin. Her blonde hair had been styled with product so that her short curls were shiny and defined. Even when Maya’s heart was hurting, it still squeezed whenever she saw her.
Her gaze wandered the room, taking in the photos of the family over the years, the record player Grandpa and Grandma used to dance to before his first stroke, the outdated décor and how it felt such an embodiment of who they were as people. Maya used to wish their house was different—more modern, like the Walters’ house. Sleek floors and monochrome, matching furniture and colour themes. She didn’t wish for this anymore. She loved each of the mismatched patterns, the wonky tiles Grandpa had laid himself in the kitchen. It had character. Soul. Just like him.
She supposed she should be relieved in a way. Grandpa’s condition could come with many complications, and to pass away peacefully in your sleep was a death many weren’t so fortunate to experience. She just hadn’t expected it to happen so suddenly.
Her focus fell on the colour picture of him on display. He had much more hair in the photo than she ever remembered him having, but his smile was still Grandpa all over. Hearty and cheeky, with so many laughter lines. She missed that. He’d not laughed as much as he used to—he’d not sung much, either. Grandma would always roll her eyes at his loud and out-of-tune singing, but deep down Maya thought she enjoyed the way he’d scoop her up and force her to dance with him. Her throat constricted when she realised she’d never hear him sing again.
A hand found her shoulder, and Maya, startled, jerked her head to find her mum peering at her. “How are you doing, love?”
Her own face was sunken, with dark circles that concealer couldn’t fully hide. Maya could still see the sadness in her eyes. Her deep red lipstick was the only colour in her outfit, but even that had melancholy undertones.
“I’m alright. Just feeling him everywhere in here.”
Her mum nodded, following Maya’s gaze to her grandfather’s portrait. “I think that will be a nice thing in time.”
“I do too.” Maya turned back to her. “How are you doing?”
“I’m alright.” Her mum sighed, giving her a small smile. “I don’t think it will sink in for a while. I keep expecting to hear the TV blaring upstairs.” Her voice caught in her throat, and she pulled a tissue from inside the sleeve of her dress to dab her eyes.
Without thinking, Maya pulled her mum into an embrace, rubbing her back as she squeezed tightly. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d hugged like this. She allowed herself to relax into it, eyes pricking with emotion. It’d been a long week.
“Don’t tell me my George had to perish to witness this miracle before my eyes.”
Maya and her mum broke apart to find Grandma watching them with a sly smile, a glass of red in one hand, the other resting on her hip. She was wearing a simple black ankle-length dress with a sparkly cardigan over the top. Her milky-white skin looked even paler, if possible.
“Mum, it’s not like—”
Grandma cut her off mid-sentence with the wave of her hand. “I’m only playing the fool, Kathy, love. Someone else has to now.” She placed her glass on the table and pulled them both into a hug. “He was so proud of both of you. I hope you know that.”
Maya breathed in the familiar, comforting scent, her grandma’s wiry hair tickling her nose. “Thanks, Grandma.”
“I’m proud of you, Maya. And you, Kathy. Us girls have got to stick together now.” The slight wobble in Grandma’s voice broke Maya’s heart. “Can we do that?”
“We will, Mum. I promise.” Her mum gave them both one more squeeze before stepping back to wipe her face with her tissue.
The hum of the wake faded back in. Maya spotted Mrs Corstow observing them from the corner of the room, probably trying to eavesdrop. Mrs Corstow pivoted her head, pretending to admire the patterned porcelain plates Grandma displayed on the walls.
Maya turned back to comment on this to her grandma, but she’d grabbed her wine glass and taken up a place in front of the unlit fireplace. Instead of tapping her glass with a fork, she put her fingers to her mouth and whistled. The sharp sound cut the room into silence. When she had everyone’s attention, she smiled, adjusting her cardigan slightly.
“Thank you, everyone, for coming to celebrate the life of my George. He was a smart man, with a love for the silliness in life that made him never grow old. Not in his heart, anyway. Can’t say the same for his hair, mind.” That drew a ripple of laughter through the living room. She tapped the portrait of Grandpa thoughtfully. “He had his struggles, but he was resilient. Strong. He loved his family fiercely, and we loved him too. That kind of love transcends all physical space. It never dies or leaves. It’s eternal; it breathes into all the places around us.
“I’ve received many words of sympathy and sadness about George’s passing. While you’re right, and I thank you for your kindness, I’m a very lucky woman. I’ve had sixty-two years with a man I adored. A man who drove me crazy with his DIY efforts and stubbornness, but a man who always made me laugh. I already miss him terribly.” She blew out a breath and raised her glass. “So, friends and family, I ask that you join me in this toast, to celebrate my George, and to vow to continue talking about him. Keep his spirit and memories alive, just as his love will never die. To George.”
The room echoed Grandma’s toast, and Maya took a sip from her lemonade. She’d decided to continue her non-drinking streak, and it was going well.
She caught Jamie watching her from across the room. Jamie gave her a smile and mouthed “Are you okay?” Maya nodded, and she smiled again, touching warmth into the spaces in her chest. She wanted to go stand beside her, but with everyone now crowding in the small living room to hear Grandma’s speech, there wasn’t much room for manoeuvring.
Her mum took Grandma’s place by the fireplace to say some words of her own. They were short but heartfelt, and Maya could see her hands shaking. She was followed by Grandpa’s brother, Uncle Walter, and then his friend Tony recounted some of his favourite tales from the steelworks.
Maya didn’t feel she could find the words to convey what she wanted to say about Grandpa—especially not in front of so many people—but she knew he wouldn’t mind.
When the last speaker had cleared, Jamie handed her glass to Alex, dusted her suit, and took her place at the front. Maya’s heart did little somersaults.
What is she doing?
Jamie searched in her back pocket before pulling out a piece of paper. Unfolding it, she cleared her throat, her eyes searching until she found Maya’s. Her heart squeezed.
Hannah, Maddie, and Alex looked on from the corner, expressions reflecting her own confusion and anticipation. Her mum rejoined her, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from Jamie.
“Hi everyone,” Jamie started, her voice quieter than usual. “I didn’t know George long, but from the few times I met him, I could tell that he was a genuine and kind man. Unfortunately, I never got to meet my own grandparents, but seeing how much Maya adored hers, and they adored her, made me realise just how strong that bond can be.
“I don’t have many memories to share, apart from retelling the storylines of the Only Fools and Horses episodes we watched together—and George’s running commentary on those—but I wrote a little something I’d like to share with you.”
Maya’s mum leaned in to whisper, “Did Grandpa meet her before I did?”
Oops. Busted.
“Shh.” Maya nodded to Jamie, knowing she’d have to explain herself to Mum later.
“I love what Jeanette said,” Jamie went on, “about love being eternal and transcending time and physical space. That energy is something I believe in, too. So…erm…this is for George.”
Maya’s heart throbbed in her chest when she realised Jamie was going to read a poem. A poem she’d written, in fact.
The room was silent as she began reading.
“Some things are predictable, like the night and the moon.
When snow melts in the spring and life grows anew.
How darkness envelops us, and moonlight guides us.
You emerge in the newborn buds, awaiting your turn.
Our feet might not notice, sadness renders us unaware,
Of what’s growing in the seedlings,
Opening their hearts to morning air.
It starts with a whisper,
A quiet teasing to those who know,
In the winter you might leave us,
But in the springtime, you’ll grow.”
The room burst into applause. Grandma pulled Jamie into a hug, her cheeks wet, and Maya pushed her way through the other mourners to get closer. She ducked the swivel of Mrs Corstow’s eye-removing device, and the arms of a well-meaning relative, and took Jamie’s face between her hands. She crushed her lips to hers, melting at once into the feel of her and her cedar scent. Jamie kissed her back, hands firmly on her waist.
It took the wolf-whistles—most likely from her friends in the corner—to pull Maya out of her trance and back into the room. Her cheeks immediately flushed. She’d never done anything like that in front of her family before. Even Jamie appeared a little shellshocked.
“Did you really write that?” Maya asked.
Jamie nodded.
“It’s beautiful.”
“You really like it?”
“I love it.”
A butterfly-inducing grin stretched across Jamie’s face. “That makes it all worth it, then.”
“Were you nervous?”
“Absolutely shitting my pants.”
They burst into laughter, and Maya kissed her again. She had to give Mrs Corstow something to gossip about, didn’t she?
Maya had been dreading this day. The finality of it all. Saying goodbye to Grandpa. But being in this room with wonderful people and sharing memories of him was exactly what she needed. A thought fired into her head, and she turned back to her mum and Grandma. “Would either of you mind if I played some of Grandpa’s music?”
When they both agreed it sounded a nice idea, Maya weaved through the guests to get to his record player and then sifted through the vinyls stored in the box underneath the table. She found one of Grandpa’s favourites—Simon and Garfunkel’s Greatest Hits—and eased it out of the sleeve. When the music started playing, everyone started to hum along. I think Grandpa would be pleased.
Maya rejoined her friends, and they chatted among themselves until the notes of “Mrs Robinson” burst from the speaker. Grandpa’s ultimate favourite.
Maya turned to her grandma. It was evident from the look on her face that she was thinking the same thing Maya was. Taking her hands in hers, Maya pulled her into the empty space in front of the buffet and started dancing. Once Grandma realised what she was trying to do, she burst out laughing, but she didn’t resist.
Maya caught Tony’s eye and motioned for him to join. Her mum, too. Tony took Grandma off her hands, twirling her around the rug. Maya reached her hands out to her friends, and with a little encouragement from Jamie, who brought them into a little circle, they started bobbing along to the music. Even Maddie started to lose herself to the beat. It wasn’t long before most of the room was joining in. Maya’s heart felt so full it could explode.
She danced with her mum and grandma, and some of the Witch Club too, and then drifted back to the group. She loved the unique way Jamie danced, wild but still with rhythm, just free in her movements. It was just so very her. She looked absolutely divine in her black suit, too.
The afternoon continued with the hum of conversation and jiving to the music, as the mountain of food they’d prepared slowly disappeared from plates and into bellies.
After a few more songs, Maya took a little break outside. The air was cool against her skin, and she breathed it in, her gaze wandering around the garden. Bags of unopened compost rested by the shed door, along with trays of unpotted flowers that Grandma hadn’t got around to planting yet.
She pulled out her phone and checked her emails. One bounced up to the top—Millton FC. Her heart jumped into her throat. They wanted her to come in for an interview in two weeks.
Holy shit.
She reread the email a few times to double-check. Then checked the sender to make sure it wasn’t spam. It was only an interview, but her mind leaped ahead, running away with itself. A sports conditioning coach. At a women’s team. Not just a women’s team, but the team from her hometown. She couldn’t stop an excited squeal leaving her mouth.
Don’t get ahead of yourself. The logical side of her brain brought her down a few levels.
Then the thought soured as she remembered Grandpa. She so badly wanted to tell him. She blew out a breath, tilting her head back to watch the clouds drifting across the grey sky. She had an eerie feeling that somehow, he already knew.
And he’d want her to celebrate the little victories.
She made her way back inside, catching her mum and Grandma in conversation with none other than Mrs Corstow. When they saw the look on Maya’s face, they dropped whatever they were talking about.
“Is everything alright, love?” her mum asked.
She all but screamed at them, “I got an interview with Millton FC!”
“That’s fantastic,” Grandma said, consuming her in another hug. Maya had never had so many in such a short space of time.
“Well done, Maya,” her mum said, hesitating before taking her face in her hands like a child. She tried not to mind it. “I’m proud of you.”
“Thanks, Mum.”
They gave her another squeeze, and then she went to go find her friends, who were watching the commotion and expecting good news. Maya let out a laugh at their eager faces as she told them.
Jamie and Hannah hoisted her in the air. The scene probably looked ridiculous, but she didn’t care. Their enthusiasm was so sweet, and she couldn’t stop smiling. Her people were pretty damn great. Who knew that change might not be so bad?
The interview could wait for another day. First, they had to beat the Harriers and collect that damn trophy.
That’s what her grandpa would’ve wanted.



Chapter Thirty
Maya
Jamie grumbled as her alarm burst into life, reaching a clumsy arm to switch it off. Maya had already been awake for about an hour or so, her mind working overtime, watching the shadows move across the bed.
“Morning, sleepyhead.” She opened up her arm and, needing no more encouragement, Jamie snuggled into her, laying her head on her chest, and looping her leg over her torso. Maya’s eyes combed over her glorious, naked skin. Those white, muscular thighs. Lord, how I worship those thighs. She knew she’d been the one to suggest no sex before the big game, but this woman did not make that easy in the slightest.
Jamie tightened her grip around her and let out a sigh. She was always so soft and cuddly in the morning. “How did you sleep?” she asked.
“Not bad,” Maya answered honestly. Unlike last time, when she’d stayed awake tossing and turning most of the night, she felt nicely rested, despite waking up before their alarm. “What ’bout you?”
“Sleepy.” Jamie let her hands drift over Maya’s body and across her stomach, before shifting her head to place soft kisses on her bare chest. Her teeth grazed her nipple, and Maya’s whole body reacted.
She slapped her thigh. “No sex before the big game. Captain’s orders.”
Jamie grumbled, pouting, but Maya rolled her over to kiss her neck, grinning when she squealed underneath her.
“You have to rest those legs,” she murmured. “Goals scored will be rewarded in full.”
That perked Jamie up.
They had the whole morning to endure first as they attended the last of their lectures and seminars. They’d already finished the curriculum, and so the time was spent revising for their summer exams or practising papers. Not the most distracting of mornings, but it beat waiting at home.
When the time to leave finally rolled round, they boarded the minibus, ready to take them to the Harriers’ campus. The team seemed in good spirits, the sun was shining overhead, and Gareth, their driver, supplied a great mix of tunes to get them singing along.
The atmosphere in the bus changed when they pulled up at the Harrowsmith University entrance an hour later. Nerves wriggled in Maya’s stomach, but it was the look on Jamie’s face that made her grab her hand. She’d gone white as a sheet.
“Are you going to be alright?” she asked.
Jamie nodded, wetting her lips. “They can’t hurt me anymore. I won’t let them.”
Though her words were strong, the sadness in her eyes let slip her warring feelings.
Maya circled her thumb over her knuckles. “You haven’t done anything wrong. Remember that.” She picked up on the smallest quiver of an eyebrow. Doubt. “What is it?” she pressed.
“The team,” Jamie said quietly. “Our team. What if…”
“Our team loves you.” She squeezed her fingers. “We’ve got you. I promise. Now let’s go kick their fucking sorry arses.”
Maya held Jamie’s hand as Coach led them off the bus and into the school. Jamie’s attention was elsewhere, wandering the halls, seemingly taking in everything around her. Maya imagined she had a lot of memories here. Not all good. But not all bad, either.
She needed to do something. She needed Jamie at her hundred percent if they were going to beat the Harriers on their own turf.
They checked in and carried their equipment through to the changing rooms. The sound of music and chatter echoed from inside the home end. Jamie stiffened beside her. Maya squeezed her hand again as Coach unlocked the away door and ushered them inside.
Everyone found a space on the wooden benches. Maya eyed the peeling white paint in the corners as the smell of old socks filled her nose. The whiteboard hanging on the wall had a penis sketched in the centre, in permanent pen, judging by Megan’s feeble attempt to wipe it away with her keeper gloves.
Leah switched on her speaker and started playing her pumped-up playlist loud enough to drown out the noise next door.
Coach caught Maya’s eye, giving her a look that made her spine snap upright. “Do your thing,” she mouthed, before excusing herself so everyone could get changed. She must have sensed the unease too.
A swell of pride washed over Maya. Despite what had happened the last time they played the Harriers, Coach believed in her. Now she had to make this lot believe in themselves too.
She traced over Grandpa’s Only Fools and Horses pin, attached to the collar of her tracksuit. She could do this. She sucked in a deep breath. Then, once the team were mostly dressed, she walked over to Leah’s speaker and switched it off, halting Gala from bellowing out the chorus to “Freed From Desire”. Noodle opened their mouth to protest but closed it again when they saw the look on Maya’s face.
She climbed onto a bench and clapped her hands, wishing she had the same prowess at whistling as her grandma.
“Listen up, everyone.” Maya forced her breathing to steady as each pair of eyes turned to her. She lingered a little extra on Jamie before letting her gaze drift across the group. “I know there’s a lot riding on today, and it’s the last chance that some of us will have to win the league.” She caught some solemn looks on faces and quickly redirected. “But we’ve got to push that to the side. When it comes down to it, it’s just football.” She smiled to herself, the meaning of ‘just football’ shifting to a new philosophy. “We can outplay these players with our eyes closed. They know that. That’s why they have to play dirty, with their mind games and tackles. We’re better than that. We don’t play them at their own game, we play them at ours—football.”
Noodle and Leah let out a cheer, and the wave of bobbing heads spurred Maya on.
“We’ve got to keep our heads—I know that better than anyone—and focus. Have each other’s backs. Fight for each other. Leave everything out on that field. If we pull together, we’ve got this. I believe in you all. Do you?”
Tiny, one of the smallest—and strongest—defenders in the league, clapped her hands. “Fuck yeah.”
The enthusiasm spread around the room. Everyone applauded and chattered among themselves, relighting the fire they so desperately needed to keep burning. For one more game, ninety minutes, all the way to the end.
Maya caught Jamie watching her, those soft blues of hers crinkling at the edges. Everyone else faded away for a moment, and Maya swallowed, overcome with the rush of adrenaline and all the other things this woman made her feel on a daily basis. Her breathing quickened. She needed her to know she was there for her, in her corner, always. To understand that her feelings for her were unlike anything she’d experienced before. The sensation was overwhelming, filling up and spilling out of her pores, and she couldn’t stop it.
She wanted Jamie to know. It couldn’t wait.
“And one more thing!” She raised her voice above the raucous noise. Her heart was galloping away in her ribcage as she looked into Jamie’s eyes, but her lips were already moving. “I’m…in love with her.” The words came out softly and flopped out at the end, but Maya could tell by the way Jamie’s face stilled that she’d heard her. She jumped down from the bench, her face reddening. “I love you,” she said again, a little louder this time.
Maya didn’t really notice the team staring or have time to be embarrassed about the public declaration, because all she wanted to do was hear the response from Jamie’s mouth.
Oh, god. What if she doesn’t say it back? Maybe she hadn’t thought this through. She certainly hadn’t planned to say this to her now, but looking into Jamie’s eyes, she hadn’t been able to help it. Oh, fuck it.
She’d spent too long worrying about what other people thought. Now, she was trusting her instincts, and she loved Jamie. She knew it, just like Grandma knew about Grandpa, like Maddie knew about Alex, like Jamie knew the words to every bloody eighties song. It was instinct. Whenever she closed her eyes and everything else fell away, that sensation still remained, all-consuming.
Jamie stood up, her lips pulling into that Jamie Mellor cheeky smile as she closed the distance between them. Maya’s stomach flip-flopped. She was so beautiful.
“I love you too.”
She watched the words fall from Jamie’s lips and grinned, an electric tingle spreading from her fingers to her chest, fizzing and expanding and loop-the-looping through her body.
“Kiss her then!” Aiysha shouted.
“Let’s see the good stuff,” Leah added.
Maya gasped as Jamie grasped her jaw, crushing her mouth to hers. The changing room erupted into cheers and hollers, and Jamie laughed against her lips. Maya kissed her again and again, unable to get enough of her taste—and this feeling that was lighting her up all over.
Jamie’s hands found her waist, and she looked into her eyes. “I didn’t have you pegged for public declarations,” she murmured.
“Me neither. Don’t know how that happened.”
The team started stomping their feet and slamming their hands against the benches. The thumping sound intensified, getting faster and faster, until Coach pushed her way into the room, eyes wide. Her attention fell on Jamie’s hands on Maya’s waist, and her wild eyebrows raised slightly, before she addressed the group.
“That’s more like it.” She thrust her hand into the middle of the room, and the team jumped up to place their hands on top. “Let’s show them what we’re made of, Millton. Let’s go!”
* * *
The ball flew from Tiny’s boot to Noodle’s, then quickly landed at Jamie’s feet. Before she could do anything, a crunching tackle dispossessed her. She chased down the defender. The Harriers were man-marking her out of the game. It made sense. They knew the danger she posed, and having the Harriers’ number five follow her around like a lost puppy was the most effective way to limit it.
On second thoughts, puppy might not be the most accurate description. More like a snarling Rottweiler, snapping at her heels. And Robyn was an overexcited evil Chihuahua from the pits of hell, committed to not giving Maya a moment of peace.
“Did you miss me, Thomas?” she asked, trailing her hand around Maya’s waist.
Maya slapped her away and exhaled, determined to keep her cool. She focused on the Harriers’ keeper, who was leisurely placing the ball down for a goal kick, taking her time. They knew if they kept a draw, they’d win the league.
“I missed you,” Robyn said. “I thought about you a lot, actually. When you pushed me with those strong hands of yours—”
The keeper thumped her foot through the ball, and it sailed high into the middle of the field. As the Millton midfield rose to meet it, it pinged around the centre circle, no one able to gain control.
“Get the ball down, Millton!” Maya shouted, jogging along the line and keeping Robyn in her peripheral.
“Get a fucking grip!” Robyn bellowed. “This is pathetic!”
They needed to step up their game. Their defeat to the Harriers at home meant they had to win today to draw level on points. The deciding factor would come down to goal difference—and thanks to Jamie’s impressive netting across the whole season, they were ahead in the league by two goals. So, unless they got beaten 3-0—not on Maya’s watch—they just had to win to draw level on points.
One goal would be enough to win the championship.
The first half finished 0-0, and they trailed to the sidelines, huffing and puffing. It had been a battle, to say the least. Maya passed around the water bottles while Coach delivered her talk.
“So, stand your ground, be physical, and get that bloody ball on the bloody floor, and play bloody football!” She huffed and clapped her hands. “Thomas, anything to add?”
“I don’t care how you do it.” The Harriers’ coach’s voice travelled across the field. “You stop Mellor from getting absolutely anything. Not a sniff!”
The team shared a look around the group, but luckily Jamie was smiling.
“I’ve heard them say worse.” She shrugged.
“You have them rattled. Let’s really give them something to be afraid of.” Maya winked at her, then pulled her gaze away and addressed the whole group. “Keep pushing. Work for each other. We’ve got this if we all stick together.”
“A draw might as well be a loss to this lot! Sort yourselves out. You’re a disgrace! Have some pride!”
They blocked out the Harriers’ coach and stuck their hands in a circle. “One, two, three, Millton!”
The second half made the first look like a teddy bear’s tea-party. Voices were louder, passes were quicker, tackles were harder. The Harriers were out for blood. Literally.
Maya wiped the red streak up her knee with her hand. Playing on Astroturf guaranteed at least three nasty leg burns from slide tackles, but the adrenaline stopped her from caring. She was determined to do anything to stop Robyn from getting near their goal. This was what they’d been working for all season. She wasn’t going to let it slip away.
“I think you’re a bit obsessed with me,” Robyn hummed, flicking her brown ponytail into Maya’s face. “You’re so close.”
She’d figured out that the more she ignored her, the more frustrated Robyn got. The ball went out for a Millton throw, and they pushed further up the pitch. Leah called for Jamie, but the Harriers’ number five pushed her in the back and onto the floor. The ref blew for a free kick, and they gained more ground.
“Come on,” Maya mumbled under her breath. It was a great set-piece opportunity. Someone just needed to get something on the ball.
Just one goal.
“She’s not as good as I remember,” Robyn said, standing in front of Maya to block her view. “Jamie, that is. She’s lost her spark, playing with you.”
“More like from the way you all treated her. And she hasn’t lost her spark.” She cursed herself for engaging, but she couldn’t stand hearing her talk about Jamie.
And Robyn knew it. She turned around to grin wickedly. “Has she lost her spark in the bedroom too? She used to be such a little firecracker. I do remember that.”
Anger spread through Maya’s belly, and she gritted her teeth. She couldn’t let Robyn get to her. Jamie had assured her nothing had happened between them, so she had to let her comments go.
The ref blew her whistle, and Leah crossed the ball into the box. Jamie jumped high above the defenders, and the ball connected with her head, heading straight into the bottom corner.
Maya held her breath as time stood still.
The keeper got low, pushing the shot wide with her fingertips. A collective gasp of relief and frustration emanated from the touchline and the supporters in the stands.
“That’s better, Millton. Keep going!” Maya clapped, feeling Robyn’s eyes on her.
“It’s cute you’re trying so hard. I guess you have to, with a team like yours.”
Does this woman ever shut up?
The corner was cleared easily, then the Harriers were on the break. Their left-back dribbled the ball up field, playing a long ball to their winger, who collected it easily at her feet. Robyn darted in front of Maya to receive the ball, but Maya stepped up behind her so she couldn’t spin. Robyn weaved left and right, trying to fake a turn, but she read her easily and dislodged the ball from her feet. Space opened up in front of her, and she ran into it, lifting her head to try and pick a pass. She spotted Jamie pointing at the top of the field and thumped an arching ball for her to run onto.
Jamie was faster than the Harriers’ defenders. And with her stalker lagging behind, Maya’s breath hitched as she faced one-on-one with the keeper. She feigned a shot and sidestepped her, but the keeper’s outstretched arm caught Jamie’s ankle, sending her flying. Roars erupted over the pitch, and the referee pointed to the penalty spot.
Maya sprinted over, praying it wasn’t her bad ankle. Thankfully, Leah was already helping her to her feet. Jamie looked up as she approached, her chest heaving.
“You okay?” Maya nodded to the spot. “You up for taking it?”
“Just try and stop me.”
Maya looped her arm around Jamie’s back. “You’ve got this.”
She grinned. “Thanks, Skip.”
She laughed at the nickname. She’d not heard her call her it in a while.
They gathered outside the box as Jamie stepped up. Robyn forced herself in next to Maya.
“She’s gonna miss this,” she said, loud enough for Jamie to hear. “She was never good at that side of scoring.”
The Harriers’ players laughed, and Maya prayed Jamie wouldn’t let it bother her. Seeing only the back of her head made it hard to judge.
Jamie exhaled, relaxing her shoulders, and took three steps back. Maya recognised her method from all the times they’d spent practising when she was in recovery with her ankle. She just hoped the kick ended the same way it always had in practice, with the ball in the back of the net.
“Don’t slip!” Robyn shouted and gave a snigger. “That would be embarrassing.”
The referee whipped around. “You, Captain, be quiet. Final warning.” She blew her whistle.
The crowd fell silent. Maya’s breathing filled her ears.
Jamie waited. Maya was entranced by the slight movement of her shoulders. She tried to steady her breaths with hers. Jamie slowly raised her head. Then she ran, connecting with the ball and sending it flying into the top right-hand corner of the net. The keeper had no chance.
They screamed and shouted, running over to jump on top of her. Electricity fired through Maya’s veins as she relived the net rippling over and over in her head. Her teammates separated themselves from the pile-on, and Maya pulled a very smiley Jamie to her feet.
Jamie grinned back at her, gave her a quick kiss on her sweaty forehead, and they took their places for the spot kick. Before the ref blew her whistle, Jamie’s eyes flicked to Maya’s, full of fire.
The game wasn’t over yet.
The more the minutes wore on, the more Maya’s nerves multiplied. The Harriers were getting desperate too, sending high balls over Millton’s defensive line which Maya cleaned up easily—much to their coach’s dismay. He was so red in the face, she was surprised he hadn’t collapsed.
She called to their line-up to avoid playing the Harriers onside.
Robyn paced angrily in front of her. “Hey, girls, why don’t you try stringing some fucking passes together?” she shouted, after yet another long ball over the top had gone out of play.
Maya caught the ref checking her watch. Surely, there couldn’t be long left. She willed her to put the whistle to her mouth.
“Keep going till the last minute, Millton!” she called, noticing Noodle placing their hands behind their head and panting. Everyone had worked so hard.
The ball bounced awkwardly in the midfield, and a Harriers’ head knocked it over Millton’s defensive line for their winger to chase. Tiny ran after her, but their winger managed to get an early cross in before she made her tackle, knocking them both to the floor.
Robyn pushed Maya away from her, trying to gain an edge as she sprinted towards the box. The ball floated into a dangerous area, too far out for Megan to come and collect it. Maya had to beat Robyn to that ball. If the Harriers got a goal back, it was game over.
She pushed herself forward, and they both jumped into the air. Maya knocked her off balance, but Robyn’s head connected with the ball, sending it high speed towards the net.
No. No, no, no.
A loud ping fired through Maya’s brain as the ball ricocheted off the post and out of play.
She sighed with relief, face down in the Astro, and pushed herself up off the floor. Robyn screamed, stomping her way over to the ref.
“She pushed me, ref. Didn’t you see that? I wouldn’t have missed if she hadn’t pushed me. It should be a penalty!”
The ref shooed her away, and Robyn stormed over to Maya, her eyes wild and wide. Maya just smiled, while Robyn raged to anyone who would listen.
Megan set up for a goal kick and played out to Tiny. Before the defender could do anything with the ball, the referee blew her whistle. A chorus of cheers and groans erupted over the field.
Maya didn’t know what to do. Everything that had been building to this moment suddenly burst, leaving her head silent.
Someone jumped on her back, then someone else, and she crumpled to her knees. Her brain and body struggled to compute.
“We did it!”
“We won!”
We won? We fucking won?
If the breath hadn’t already been crushed out of her by the tower of teammates, she might have screamed. Was this happening? The pressure on her was released, and Maya was pulled to her feet.
She blinked. Maybe her eyesight had stopped working, as well as her ability to speak and form meaningful sounds.
“You were amazing, love!” Her mum beamed, showing a full lipstick smile before crushing her in a hug. Maya spotted Grandma over her shoulder, who was waving madly.
“Brilliant, Maya. You’re brilliant,” she said as her mum released her. She traced her fingertips over the black captain’s band secured around Maya’s upper arm. “Grandpa would be so proud of you.”
Maya attempted to smile back. Tears pricked behind her eyelids. They’d done it. They’d won the championship. Her mum and Grandma had come to support her. She could barely—
“POT NOODLE CLUB!”
The shout made Maya swivel her head, just in time to be clattered by her friends. Hannah, Maddie, and Alex tangled their limbs around her, buzzing and chattering away.
She was completely overwhelmed in the best possible way. Everyone was here. But where was Jamie? She scanned the crowd that had invaded the pitch, smiling at Noodle and Megan, who were trying—and failing—to lift Coach onto their shoulders. Then Maya spotted her. Jamie shook hands with a man she didn’t recognise, then started to make her way over, the grin on her face bigger than she’d ever seen it. It shouldn’t be humanly possible, but that was Jamie, the epitome of human sunshine.
Maya ran to her, closing the distance, and wrapped her arms around her, melting into her touch, breathing in her familiar scent.
“We did it,” Jamie breathed into her neck, tickling her. “You’re amazing.”
“You did it.” Maya pulled back to look into her eyes, that all-consuming feeling flowing through her. “Who were you talking to?”
“Ah, you know…just a scout from Millton City.”
“What?” She gripped her waist. “What did he say?”
“He’s invited me to a training session.”
“Oh my god! That’s incredible.” Now Maya was the one with the stupidly big smile on her face as she crushed her in another embrace.
Winning the championship and ending her football career on a high had filled Maya with a sense of dreamy wonder, but hearing Jamie getting an opportunity to pursue her dreams felt even better. She deserved it. Especially after everything she’d been through.
“I’m so proud of you,” she said, squeezing her harder.
“Thank you. I’m proud of you too… A whole ninety minutes without getting a red card.”
“Hey!” Maya laughed, but before she could defend herself, Jamie kissed her, fingers curling around her jaw, and everything fell into place. Maya couldn’t quite believe this was her life. Winning the championship? Being in love with Jamie Mellor? Her final year had come up trumps, completely blindsiding her.
Jamie broke the kiss, mischief twinkling. “Don’t forget your promise, either,” she said.
Maya eyed her, wracking her brain. “Promise? What promise?”
“About goals being rewarded?” She leaned in to kiss her again. Twice, in quick succession. “And I want to collect my payment in full.”



Epilogue – One Year Later
Maya
“Any discomfort?” Maya turned Mina’s ankle to the left under the bright lights of the physio room. When she shook her head, she twisted it gently in the other direction. “What about now?”
“Nope.” Mina popped the p, giving Maya a big smile. “So, what do you think?”
Mina had been out for three weeks with a light ankle sprain but had made big progress with her rehabilitation. Maya would like to take credit for it, but quick healing was part and parcel with fifteen-year-old bodies—they just bounced back.
She chewed her lip, making a show of re-examining Mina’s ankle. “I think with a few weeks’ rest and some minor surgery, you’ll be back in no time.”
Mina’s brown eyes bulged. “Minor surgery?”
Maya tried to keep a straight face. “Mmm. I reckon if we remove your left foot and swap it for your right, then we might get some more wins this season.”
The girl erupted into laughter, but relief was evident on her face. Mina had always been the joker on the team, and her time out injured had squashed her spirits. Each of the girls were different and needed different approaches. Maya had learned that Mina responded best to humour.
Jamie’s playfulness may also be rubbing off on me.
“You nearly got me there, M. Good one.”
Maya smiled at the girls’ nickname for her. Though she hadn’t got the assistant strength and conditioning position with the senior squad last year, after her interview she’d been offered the same position with the under sixteens. The pay wasn’t amazing, as the job was only part-time, but she’d got her foot in the door, as Grandma liked to say.
Working with younger people wouldn’t have been Maya’s first choice but, having to push herself out of her comfort zone, she’d been surprised. And she still had the opportunity to shadow not only the head physio, Jenny Larson, but to work alongside nutritionists, coaches, and an incredible bunch of young players.
Mina glanced down at her ankle and wiggled her toes. “So…”
“I think next week you can start training—”
“Yes!”
“But”—Maya held up her finger to stop Mina leaping off the treatment table— “starting in the gym first. Light workouts. No football for a few more weeks, at least.”
“Okay.” Mina’s enthusiasm didn’t falter. “Thank you.”
“All the inflammation has gone, and your range of motion is back to normal. We just have to work on strengthening your ankle first before you go rushing into those crunching tackles of yours.”
“Got it.” She grinned and flopped herself ungracefully off the table.
Once she’d left, Maya packed up, filed her paperwork in the drawer, and grabbed her work bag. She said bye to Paula, the world’s smiliest receptionist, and a couple of players who were leaving the gym, then pushed through the double doors and into the car park.
She checked her phone, leaning against a concrete bollard to scroll through her Instagram feed. Five minutes passed, then the squeak of tyres and the roar of eighties music caused her to raise her head. Her stomach fluttered.
Jamie bopped her head as music blasted through her rolled-down windows. Her hair was still damp from her after-practice shower, and her eyes were hidden by sunglasses. She stopped her car in front of Maya and leaned out the window, lowering her glasses to rest on the bridge of her nose. “Hey, baby. Are you a car mirror?”
Maya chuckled at the deep voice she’d put on and took a step towards her. “Go on…”
The corners of Jamie’s mouth curled upwards as she fought to keep a straight face. “Because you’ve got a great rear view.”
Maya shook her head. “That’s your worst yet.”
Jamie climbed out of the car, leaving the door open for Maya, and pushed her glasses up to rest on top of her head. “One day I’ll come up with a line that’ll knock you off your feet.”
“I doubt it.”
Jamie snaked her arms around Maya’s back, pulling her in for a kiss. Her fresh shampoo-scent tickled Maya’s nose. “You’re right. I don’t need to with you. You’re already smitten anyway.”
“That’s what you think.”
“I know it.” She grinned. “You can’t hide from me now.”
“Don’t tempt me.”
Her lips found Maya’s again, then she playfully slapped her bum. “Come on. We’re going to be late.”
“You’re the one that’s la—”
“Smitten! See. Even finishing your sentences.”
“You’re so annoying,” Maya said, but she couldn’t stop the smile stretching across her face.
“So I’ve heard.”
Maya climbed into the driver’s seat and immediately started altering the position. Jamie sat closer to the wheel than she did, but she always let her drive when they were together. Since passing her test earlier in the year, Maya wanted to keep driving while she saved to buy her own car—and Jamie was more than happy to play DJ.
“Did you bring everything we need?” Maya asked. “The costumes?”
“Everything plus travel snacks.” Jamie turned to root behind the passenger seat, pulling out a bag of Starburst and a bag of chocolate Magic Stars.
“And your coach will be happy about those?” Maya teased.
“What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Plus, I’ve burnt off probably these entire two bags in the session today. If you thought Coach Carmichael was bad…psh.” Jamie had been playing with Millton FC reserves, scoring those renowned Jamie Mellor goals, and was close to getting drafted into the first team. Her working so close by was a real convenience at the moment, with the reserves’ training ground only five minutes away. Who knew how that might change if Jamie got called up? Change didn’t worry Maya as much now, though. Like Grandpa had said, she couldn’t spend her whole life being scared—it’d happen anyway.
Jamie tore open the packet with her teeth and fished out a handful of sweets before offering the bag to Maya. She chose a red one and fired up the engine. “Just Can’t Get Enough” played through the speakers, and she smiled. “I can’t believe you still listen to this.”
“Maya’s declaration of love CD? Are you kidding? Gimme that on repeat.”
Warmth rushed to Maya’s face, the same way it always did when Jamie commented on her feelings for her.
Jamie’s hand slid up her thigh. “And the way you still react this way makes me love you even more.”
“I admit I do love this song. It reminds me of us.”
“Just can’t get enough of me, huh? It does track.”
“And there’s your famous big head.” Maya leaned across the console to kiss her. “Don’t change.”
Since Jamie’s mum had finally left her dad a few months ago, and Jamie had cut him out of her life, she’d got a real surge of energy back. She was more Jamie than she’d ever been—and Maya loved her more than she’d ever thought possible.
They drove for a couple of hours, dancing and singing to their mixed selection of music and stealing quick kisses at red lights. When they arrived in Newcastle, Maya parked Jamie’s car on the adjacent street like Alex requested, and they hauled their bags to their front door.
Alex answered almost immediately, wearing a pressed striped button-up and a neatly trimmed beard. He ushered them in quickly, giving them a hug before leading them into the spacious living room. Black “Happy Birthday” banners hung across the walls, the faint smell of vanilla mingling with the savoury aroma of party snacks. More packets of decorations and balloons lay scattered across the sofa and floor.
“You can put your bags in any of the bedrooms upstairs to get changed, apart from the small one at the end—that’s Maddie’s safe space—then meet me in the kitchen, and we can have a drink. I just need to…” Alex scampered out of the room, just as they were ambushed by two more familiar faces.
“Maya!” Hannah crushed her in a hug. “You’re late.”
Maya squeezed her back. “Sorry. Blame this one.”
Leah laughed and wrapped her arms around Jamie. “It’s nice to see Skip is still bossing you around.”
They greeted each other, then split off into their couples. Hannah tucked herself into Leah’s shoulder, and Leah kissed her forehead. Happiness radiated off both of them in waves. After their win over the Harriers last year, the two of them had hit it off at the celebration party at Rosie’s and had been joined at the hip ever since. It was great to see them both so happy—even if Jerome had got more than he bargained for in the ladies’ toilets. Poor guy.
They had a quick catch up. Leah was in the process of relocating to Scotland so they could get a place together, Hannah had been voted captain for her new netball team up there, and both of them couldn’t wait to see the look on Maddie’s face when she walked in.
Neither can I.
After blowing up a selection of black and silver balloons at Alex’s request and tying them in a bunch of average-looking arrangements, they all headed upstairs to get changed. It had been Alex’s idea to throw a fancy-dress birthday party, but the theme was their input: everyone had to dress like Maddie.
Maya burst out laughing at the sight of the black-hoodie-and-joggers ensembles Hannah and Leah were wearing. Maddie must have had at least three of those in her wardrobe. With their hoods up, covering their hair, and their heavy black eyeliner, it could’ve been Maddie’s clones skulking around the spare bedroom.
Jamie and Maya put on their outfits, and Hannah covered her mouth with her hand, letting out a guffaw anyway.
“Oh my god. She’s going to murder you.”
They found Alex downstairs, now wearing black skinny jeans and one of Maddie’s band T-shirts. He let out a frustrated sigh as he tried—and failed—to secure a piñata to the wooden beams in the kitchen.
“A piñata?” Jamie asked.
“I thought it would be fun.” He let the giant rainbow llama fall to the table and looked at the group. His face broke into a smile. “You guys look great.” He shook his head at Maya and Jamie. “She’s going to kill you.”
With the help of Hannah’s long legs, they attached the piñata, then blew up more balloons and added finishing touches, just as the guests started to arrive.
Maddie’s parents were first, looking slightly uncomfortable in simple black T-shirts. Bless them, they tried. Maddie and her mum were spitting images of each other—the same aquiline nose and striking green eyes—but couldn’t be more different in personality. Her mum gave them big enthusiastic hugs that were on par with the ones they’d received at graduation. Then in poured acquaintances from uni, and a lot of people Maya and Jamie had never met before, who looked very confused over their choice of outfit.
When the time came to hide in the living room and switch off the lights, Maya’s heart quickened in her chest. The keys rattled in the door, two distinct voices continued their conversation about who was the best Batman, and then Maddie’s brother led her into the room.
“Surprise!” everyone shouted, leaping up and firing party poppers in her direction.
Technically, it wasn’t a surprise. Alex had forewarned Maddie about certain things that would be happening today, leaving out the part about fancy dress.
Maddie’s eyes widened as she took in the room full of friends and family, each dressed in her signature style. Her laughter broke through, a sound of pure joy and disbelief. “Oh my god. Look at all of you.”
Maya had never seen Maddie smile so much. She’d half-expected her to roll her eyes and make a beeline straight for the salted pretzels. She greeted those close to her, then made her way around the room. When she set eyes on the two of them, she burst out laughing.
“This is going to ruin my reputation forever.” She tugged at the fuzzy belt of Maya’s pink dressing gown before lightly whipping her with it. “Nobody knows I secretly like pink.” She turned to Jamie. “And you. I expected better of you, Jaim. I thought we were friends?”
“Now we can be fuzzy pink friends.”
“I hate you.”
The party kicked into high gear. Drinks flowed, people laughed, and the piñata got beaten to a paper pulp, courtesy of Maddie and her dad. She seemed to be having a good time, which Maya was relieved about. Even Alex relaxed as the night wore on.
When an old-school karaoke was fetched from Maddie’s auntie’s car, it made a night at Rosie’s look like afternoon tea at a nursing home. These people didn’t do things by halves. The mix of Maddie’s clothing influence and the energetic performances made an incredibly entertaining combination. A tipsy neighbour performed renditions of “Dancing Queen” and “Living on a Prayer” with a trace of a Spanish accent. Then Maddie’s mum tentatively sang a popular Beatles song that was well received and pretty adorable, even with her face heavy with Maddie-make-up.
Jamie put her arm around Maya’s waist. “You know what’s weird?” she murmured in her ear.
“How Maddie’s auntie is managing to do a handstand and sing at the same time?”
She chuckled. “I mean, yeah, that is impressive, but that’s not what I was going to say.” Her voice took on a throaty edge. “Is it weird how hot I think you are in this pink dressing gown?”
An electric current jolted through Maya’s stomach. “Really?”
“Mmm. I missed you.” Jamie’s fingers dug into her side, and she exhaled.
Maya’s mind caught on the memory of her fingers awakening a pulsing inside. “We can’t here.”
“No one is going to notice while this is happening.”
Maya glanced around the room. She had a point. A little dance area had broken out in front of the “stage”—a small space in the corner marked by cushions—while the rest of the guests were cheering on with Eurovision-like enthusiasm.
They snuck out of the room, Jamie’s hands already wandering over Maya’s legs and arse as they headed up the stairs.
Someone is really feeling this pink ensemble. Who knew?
Jamie kissed her, pushing her back against a bedroom door and pressing her hand between her legs. Maya grunted, welcoming the pressure, and pulled her body closer. There was a collective cheer from downstairs. Maybe they were embodying Maya’s internal reaction, or maybe Maddie’s auntie had started performing other professional karaoke tricks. Right now, Maya couldn’t care less.
Jamie brushed their hot tongues together, and Maya’s stomach rolled, needing more of her, right now. She fumbled behind her for the door handle and pushed it open.
They stumbled back towards the bed, a mess of hands and legs and mouths, and landed on something hard. It yelped, and Maya tore herself from Jamie. Hannah and Leah were tangled on the bed in various states of undress.
“Jesus, guys.” Maya laughed, and Jamie rolled sideways, almost tumbling to the floor. Maya caught her at the last second, and they bumped heads.
“You could’ve knocked first,” Hannah said, pulling up her bra strap.
Maya rubbed her forehead. “Sorry, I didn’t realise anyone was in here.”
“I think the other room is free,” Leah said, her cheeks flushed and her blonde hair defying gravity.
“Thanks.” Jamie grabbed Maya’s hand, and they headed next door, feeling like naughty teenagers.
With the door closed behind them, they burst out laughing as the sound of a badly sung Cher song filtered up from the room below. It had been a whirlwind day so far. Maya could hardly keep up with her surging emotions.
Jamie’s gaze dropped to her mouth, and she wet her lips. “Where were we?”
She kissed her, fingers pulling apart Maya’s robe and tweaking her nipples through her bra. Maya groaned, threading her fingers into Jamie’s thick hair. She kissed her exposed neck, feeding off the sounds leaving Jamie’s lips. She couldn’t get enough. She nipped her with her teeth, tasting her perfume, and tugged at her hair.
Jamie shrugged Maya’s robe off her shoulders, pushing her back to the door. Maya gasped, her heart racing in her chest as Jamie trailed her tongue over her collarbone. Her hand was pressed against the fabric of her underwear, and Maya pushed against her, feeling herself throb. Fuck, yes.
“Jamie!” someone called from downstairs. “You’re up!”
Maya sighed against her mouth. “Are you serious? Is that the fucking karaoke?”
Jamie caught Maya’s lip between her teeth before kissing her again. “Come on. It’ll be fun.”
“Really?” she grumbled, trying to ignore the pulsing between her legs. “I’ve got other things in mind.”
Despite her protests, they redressed, checked their hair, and Jamie led her back downstairs.
“There they are,” Alex said, as they walked into the room. He handed Jamie a microphone, then held another out to Maya. She stared at it, confused.
You’ve got to be joking me.
She glanced at Jamie, who gave a cheeky smile and a shrug. “Come on, babe. Just one song.”
Maya laughed nervously. “I don’t think so.” Singing and dancing with Jamie was one thing; doing it in front of these people—sober—was something completely different.
“I know you can dance,” Jamie said with a smirk. “Let’s give them a show.”
She’d better not be suggesting I strip in front of these people.
Maddie nudged her. “Go on. One song for my birthday.”
Ah, dammit. Not a bloody birthday wish.
Maya groaned, but when Jamie encouraged her forward with a wave of her hand, she didn’t resist. “Fine. But you’re doing most of it.”
Jamie grinned. “Sure. You can be my back-up dancer. You’re Michelle, and I’ll be Beyoncé.”
“A dream come true.” Maya sighed as Jamie tugged her to the machine. She tried to keep her eyes away from the partygoers and focused on Jamie, who smiled encouragingly. “What song are we singing, anyway?”
Jamie winked. “You’ll see.”
The nerves coiling in her belly multiplied tenfold. Oh god. Please don’t be a stripping song.
There were a few beats of awkward silence while the CD whirred, searching for the track. Looking into Jamie’s dreamy blues, with the pure joy radiating out of her so contagious, Maya couldn’t help but relax a little. There was something about Jamie that calmed all the storms inside her. Whether it be football or work stress, family problems or nerves, looking into Jamie’s eyes made everything easier. She didn’t need to worry.
The opening notes played, and the familiar sound tugged at a memory in her brain. The two of them in Rosie’s, Jamie dancing and singing… Their first kiss.
When the beat quickened, Jamie sprung to life, spinning around in her dressing gown.
The sight was something else.
Jamie started singing with all the confidence of Morten Harket himself, swinging her pink belt and moving around the small space before returning to Maya for the chorus.
“Ta-a-a-a-ke on m-e-e-e-e,” Jamie sang, widening her eyes, encouraging her to join her. She held out her hand, and Maya took it, unable to do anything other than grin like a helpless idiot.
“Ta-a-a-a-ke me o-o-o-n,” she joined in.
The room sang along, Maddie and Alex clapping and whooping from the front.
Jamie spun her round before belting out the high note, which had some people covering their ears. She didn’t seem to mind, jumping straight into the next verse, holding Maya’s hand and making her move with her. Maya embraced it, not caring what people thought, just focusing on the feel of her, the happiness in the room, and their friends cheering them on. Hannah and Leah reappeared at some point too, looking slightly dishevelled, and Jamie played her part, getting people involved in the dancing and encouraging them to let go.
Maya watched her with a mix of disbelief and awe at how much they’d changed and grown since she’d watched Jamie moving in through her window. She’d never thought they’d be here, singing karaoke together, dancing around her best friend’s living room in pink dressing gowns, or that she’d open her heart to her, finding a love that completely consumed her head-to-toe.
They came together for the chorus, singing at the top of their lungs, and when the song faded out, Jamie crushed her lips to Maya’s. “Thank you,” she said, in between kisses. “It was so fun to do that with you.”
“I hate to admit it, but yeah, it was fun.” Maya smiled, looking deep into Jamie’s eyes, and brushed her fingers through her hair. “Hey. When you sang that in Rosie’s, was that for me?”
“Kind of, yeah.” She laughed. “Guess it worked.”
Maya kissed her again, letting herself melt into everything that was Jamie. “I guess it did.”
THE END
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