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1

Dylan

Simmer – Hayley Williams

A lifetime of giving up everything for this sport had led to this. Arthur Ashe Stadium, US Open final. One set already hers, a single game point separating me from another failure. I was a nervous wreck on the baseline, one hand gripping the handle of my racket, the fingertips of the other pressing into the green material of the ball, gripping so hard I felt like I might never let go.

Across the net, my eyes caught on the serve clock rapidly ticking closer to zero. I was running out of time. The options were: win this point and claw this set back, or miss and the past few months will have been for nothing.

I bounced the ball, repeating the simple words over and over again.

I can do this. I can do this. I can fucking do this.

Catching the ball, I felt prickling against the soft palm of my hand as I tried desperately to hold down the vomit churning in my stomach, the mantra only serving to increase my anxiety and exhaustion. I’d barely slept the night before, tossing and turning and dreading this exact moment.

The moment I lost. Again.

I should be familiar with it by now, but every time is just as devastating as the last. I was staring defeat head on, and she looked like a 5’7” American who had already smelt blood in the water.

Just before the clock reached zero, my arm stretched back, instinct and practice throwing my body into the trophy position. I tossed the ball upwards, swinging my racket forward to meet it, and the final game began.

It landed inside the box and Jasmine Carter lunged forward, returning the shot. She aimed for the open court to my right, but I still carried enough strength in my legs to meet it. The incredible speed of her returns was still hard to adapt to, even after almost two sets.

Jasmine played long and hard from the baseline, glory within her sight while failure was in mine, and I was doing everything I could. She aimed again, making me run to the left as if I was her dog playing fetch, a plaything. She was making it easy to give in, but I couldn’t help but try and use the last bit of fight my body had left. But I was bone tired and weary, my initial surge of last-stand adrenaline burning away under the hot September sun.

I got to the shot, managing to hit it back. I was almost caught off my feet by the speed when she fired it right back at me.

Swing and return. Swing and return. She trapped me in a rally, the ball flying back and forth between us, screaming across the net. My arms ached with the intensity, Jasmine’s own grunts filling the air along with mine.

I felt the pressure of the moment, the tension of this last battle rising.

Jasmine broke the rhythm of the blistering baseline rally, slicing low over the net. I adjusted, pushing forward on my feet, stretching out to meet the shot. My backhand took everything I had left in me, praying over and over it was enough to end this. To give me one last shot at pulling this set back from the brink.

The ball connected with my strings, refracting back over the net. And then my racket shattered, the head breaking off, leaving only the handle in my hand. Horror filled me as it disintegrated, Carter easily meeting the ball, hitting it softly over the net and winning the point. Closing out the set and taking the match.

‘Game, set, match – Carter. 2 sets to love. 6–1, 6–2.’ The voice of the chair umpire was cut off by the roar of the congratulating crowd, embarrassment sinking into my soul and yet again, the roar of the New York crowd was for somebody else.

In a mortifying two sets, Jasmine Carter had claimed the trophy as her own and finally put me out of my fucking misery.

My legs wobbled under my body, but somehow I remained standing up, my attention focused on only the pieces of the handle I still held in my grip.

How the fuck had this happened?

I let out a single laugh, unable to contain my shock any longer. Even my equipment was giving up on me. I looked up, noticing Jasmine standing beside the net.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked, worry creasing her brow. I took a moment and swallowed down my own feelings, remembering how I’d screwed this up two years ago against Scottie Sinclair. I’d been mean and vindictive in a moment when it was uncalled for. I uncurled my hand, wiping my sweaty palm on my skirt as I closed the gap between us.

‘Congratulations,’ I said, pushing down my jealousy that another win had escaped me. Losing was becoming too much of a bad habit. ‘You played a good match.’

‘So did you.’ She smiled brightly as we shook across the net, braids framing her beautiful face. Victory looked good on her. She winked, adding, ‘It’s true what they say about playing against Dylan Bailey.’

I wanted to ask exactly what they said about me, a million versions of Dylan, the ‘cunt’ running through my head, but I didn’t dare ask. Forcing a painful smile to my lips, I released her hand, allowing her to turn and face her celebrating audience.

All throughout the ceremony, I wanted to scream. I stood there; my condolence prize held tightly in my hands as Jasmine rightfully took the trophy. She held it above her head, a huge smile spread across her face, the one thing I wanted more than anything in the world held triumphantly in her arms. I smiled so hard my cheeks started to hurt, my jaw clenching through the force of emotion. I bottled it down, held it all in, and tried, really fucking tried, to be happy for her because she deserved it. She won. She won, and I lost. Again.

She walked around the court, claiming it as her own, as she took it all in, basking in the cheer from the crowd, and finally I got to go inside.

There was nobody waiting for me. No coaches or support staff, my friends all off at other matches supporting friends or preparing for their own. My family were on the other side of the world, my sisters running after my nieces, my parents working. They were where they should be, safe in Melbourne.

At least it meant there was nobody to hear me cry and sob so hard it rattled my already pained and aching body.
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2

Dylan

Homemade Dynamite – Lorde

‘He’s cute.’ I nudged Inés sharply with my elbow but kept my eyes trained on the tall, broad man. The splash of freckles across his nose was clear from the other side of the room.

I’ve never slept with a redhead before. I bet he’d burst into flames every time he steps into sunlight.

Inés’ attention pulled away from her phone, where she’d been texting God-knows-who, and followed my line of sight, across the busy kitchen filled with the familiar faces of competitors and supporters alike. We were tucked into a corner of a swanky Manhattan apartment belonging to another tennis player, Scottie Sinclair, the competition having come to a close just hours before.

‘Ruari?’ she barked, the loudness of her voice lost to the crowd. ‘No. Not armed with a thousand condoms.’

I washed down my own laugh with some of the expensive champagne. ‘I’m not sure I trust your opinion on this one.’

‘I’m gay. Not blind.’ She rolled her eyes, taking a long sip from her own glass. ‘He has slept with every girl on the tour, and if you get stuck with a baby, it will be the spawn of Satan.’

‘Every girl, except for me.’

Her expression was unamused, a perfectly waxed eyebrow raised in surprise. ‘That is not the challenge you think it is.’

‘You said you were going to be supportive tonight.’ Inés opened her mouth to respond but I cut her off with a wagging finger. ‘Wingwoman of the century was your promise.’

And the only reason you convinced me to come. That, and Scottie’s expensive taste in champagne.

Thankfully, she’d at least allowed me to spend last night after the women’s final alone. My regular ritual of crying in a corner, ordering wings from the hotel room service, and then crying again in the bathtub to get rid of all the sauce. My classic ‘you lost again’ tradition. Bathe away the sadness with smoky chipotle BBQ sauce.

She was silent, so I pushed again. ‘Besides, I never thought you’d be so judgemental.’

Of course, I knew who Ruari Reilly was. He was ranked number 3 in the men’s competition, and number 1 hottie on tour. And there was the added fact he’d just gone and won the US Open. There were countless stories of his exploits, none of which I’d ever been interested in until Inés called me up, begging me to come with her to the party.

‘I know you know him,’ I crooned, pushing her slightly. ‘You had to do promo together after Roland Garros last year. And you did the joint campaign together for ELITE. You should introduce me.’

Inés looked reluctantly across the room. ‘I’d like to register my complaint at this terrible idea.’

‘Give me one good reason not to introduce me.’ Her mouth opened to answer me, and I cut her off before she had a chance to start. ‘Other than the man-whoreness. That’s not a problem here.’

‘He’s really full of himself.’

‘If all goes to plan, I’ll be the one full of him.’

She grimaced. ‘God, I hate the straights.’

‘So do I, babe.’ I laughed at my closest friend. ‘But we do make populating the earth a much more straightforward task.’

‘This might be the weirdest conversation I’ve ever had with you.’ She downed the rest of her champagne. ‘Fine. Let’s go. I’ll introduce you.’

A small wave of relief washed through me. I’d begun to worry she’d only forced me along so she could make me talk about yesterday. She stormed ahead, intercepting a waiter on the way over and swapping her empty glass for a new one. Well, at least she meant business. She took a long sip as she reached him, the person Ruari was speaking to dismissing themselves, leaving him alone. I was barely by her side in time for the introduction.

‘Reilly. Good match today. Meet Dylan Bailey,’ she said, with the driest greeting I’d ever heard. My head swivelled towards her, registering there might be something more to her dislike of him. Inés was nice to everyone. Outside of competition, she was everyone’s best friend, a total people pleaser at heart.

But if her demeanour caught Ruari off guard, it didn’t show. A sly smile curved onto his lips as he repeated my name back. ‘Dylan Bailey. Nice to meet you.’

‘Congrats on your new trophy.’

He shrugged. ‘It’s a replica, but it will still look great in the case.’

The comment struck me like a slap as I fought the urge to scream. The image of my empty shelf at home. I’d made space for trophies, back when I was naive and full of fucking hope. Manifestation, I’d called it. Stupidity is what I now realize it was.

‘I’m sure it will.’ I was unable to keep a bitter edge from my voice.

‘I’m going … somewhere else,’ Inés said, dismissing herself. Guess her wingwoman duties are done. I took a sip from my glass, refocusing on the redhead. He was all sharp lines, strong jaw and high cheekbones. He could be a model if it wasn’t for tennis.

He leaned back, perching himself on the arm of the chair behind him. ‘So how long have you been friends with Scottie?’

‘Three weeks, give or take.’

The space between his eyebrows creased. ‘Do you not know each other very well?’

‘Oh, we’ve played against each other for years. But we weren’t friends.’ I almost had to stifle a laugh at my own words. We weren’t anything near friends. For the last two years, I’d cursed the name Scottie Sinclair. She’d beaten me at Wimbledon a couple of years ago, another women’s singles final. I’d taken it … badly. But then she’d come forward, admitting to using performance-enhancing drugs and somehow, that had made it all worse.

His head tilted forward in question, a single ginger curl falling across his forehead. ‘Until recently?’

I took a second, trying to figure out if he hadn’t heard or actively didn’t follow the news. ‘Well, we took down her dad together.’

The father being the one who’d drugged her, without her knowledge. I’d even gone as far as to work with him for a few weeks and … I’d walked away with a much better understanding of the woman I’d once called my rival.

‘Matteo Rossi,’ he interrupted, his amber eyes catching the light.

‘The very bastard,’ I mumbled.

‘Can’t believe the stories that came out about him, eh?’ His Scottish accent rang louder, and I narrowed my sharp eyes at him. To my further surprise, I found his attention distracted, his gaze across the room, his bottle of beer raised to his lips as he absentmindedly took a long sip.

‘Believe it? I said it!’ My words had no effect on him. I glanced around, trying to find what or who was more important.

I turned back to him, swallowing down my pride, ready to try again when he mumbled, ‘I’ll be right back.’

He pressed his empty bottle into my hands. As if he was mesmerized, he disappeared into the crowd.

I blinked once. Twice. He fucking left? The urge to scream again slammed into me. Why were men like this?

My phone buzzed in my pocket, pulling my attention from the disappearing act Ruari had pulled, a text from my oldest friend appearing.

AVERY
Sorry you lost again. Call when you can.



The reminder of what had happened felt like another knife twisting in my gut. That’s it. I’m going home.

‘Don’t blame yourself.’ I turned to my right and found Oliver Anderson, another past US Open champion, standing beside me, his dark-brown eyes trained on me. ‘Ru has a habit of straight up ghosting people.’

I held his gaze and pushed my phone back into my pocket, text unanswered. My tone was only a tiny bit bitter when I asked, ‘Even when he had a good chance at getting laid?’

A sharp laugh escaped him, and he took Ruari’s place on the armrest in front of me. ‘Weirdly enough, yes.’ He took a sip of his beer, my eyes temporarily fixated by the bob of his Adam’s apple, the curve of his thick neck.

‘The rumours around him have been greatly exaggerated.’

‘What do you mean?’

He shrugged as another waiter passed us, and we both swapped our empty glasses for fresh. Me, another champagne, Oliver a beer. So much for taking it easy tonight. He took a moment to consider his words. ‘Just don’t take it personally.’

Intrigued, and without any other choice, I sat down next to him, already sick of standing up all night.

‘It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?’

Oliver just smiled brightly at me, switching his bottle to his left hand. ‘I’m Oliver,’ he needlessly introduced himself. I’d met him briefly months before, but still, it was strange, being in the same room as so many fellow players, so many people you already knew the name of, even followed their careers, but had never really spoken to or even had more than a basic introduction. The curse of professional sports.

My hand slid into his, his palm cold from the icy glass of his bottle. His well-earned callouses meeting my own. There was something in his touch, an intention to the firmness of his hold.

‘Dylan.’ I held his gaze, the dark colour of his eyes hard to place in the low light of the apartment. For a moment, I forgot to let go of his hand.

He smiled as if he knew. ‘Nice to meet you.’

I took a sip, trying to wash the moment away, the one fact I knew about Oliver trying to coordinate itself with the bareness of his fingers.

He was supposed to be married. The tan line on his left fourth finger, beneath his knuckle seemed to confirm it. For safety, I told myself, he took it off in the shower, left it in the bathroom.

‘Have you seen Inés?’ I asked, turning my attention back to the room, the density of the crowd somehow increasing with every moment that passed. ‘I’m in need of my wingwoman.’

‘Inés Costa?’ he asked. I only nodded in reply. His teeth pulled at his bottom lip, and I swear this man blushed as he stumbled for the right words, a pink tinge heating his cheeks. It was annoyingly cute. ‘I think she might be … somewhat indisposed.’

I rolled my eyes, somewhat acknowledging I couldn’t be mad at her. At least one of us was getting laid. ‘Who’s the lucky girl?’

‘Some trainer, I think. A blonde?’

‘That’s her type alright.’ Inés might be sweet, one of the best friends you could ask for, especially considering there were girls on the tour who would gladly stab you for a boost in their ranking (myself included). But if you were blonde, and open to sleeping with the same sex, you were her type.

‘Guess I’m on my own here,’ I added, before realizing that with Inés suitably distracted, I could slip out with nobody noticing. I doubted anyone would actually miss me.

‘I mean, I could step in,’ Oliver offered. He casually took a sip from his bottle, the tan line on his finger catching my attention again. Dangerous proposition, my friend.

‘In for Ruari?’ I asked slowly, trying to work this man out. What did he want from tonight? I wasn’t interested in being a homewrecker.

‘No,’ he said quickly, and I pushed away the slight sting of embarrassment. ‘I’ll step in for Inés. I’ll wingwoman you.’

‘I think you mean wingman?’ I asked, narrowing my eyes at him. ‘Don’t you have better things to do?’

‘Normally, yes,’ he said, ‘but I lost today, so I’d like to at least help somebody else score.’

‘Commiserations.’ I stretched out my arm, my glass meeting his bottle. ‘To the second-place losers in the room.’

He looked at me a little funny as the neck of his bottle met my glass, clinking together. ‘Second place is still second place.’

I forced a smile and took a drink of the champagne to clear the roughness in my throat, but the bubbles still burned as I swallowed. It’s funny how Veuve Clicquot tastes like defeat.

‘It’s not first.’

He blinked, his eyes not moving from me, as if he was taking a moment to try and understand, to really see me. I did not like it. Not for a moment.

‘Come on then, wingperson,’ I said. ‘Where do you suggest we start? Who’s single?’

His shoulders pulled back as his attention shifted away from me, and instead he looked around the room. We surveyed the other party goers, and I could practically hear both of us mentally crossing people from the list.

‘Have you met Alexei?’ I followed his line of sight across the luxuriously appointed apartment where the controversial blond player was laughing obnoxiously.

I scrunched my nose, looking back at Oliver with horror. ‘You mean the asshole who claimed the women’s competition was easier?’

He reeled back, obviously remembering the unfortunate headline from a year ago. ‘That’s true. I’m not sure who invited him.’

‘I suspect he snuck in.’

Oliver laughed. ‘What about Léna Nagy? She’s nice.’

I sighed, almost resigning myself to the disaster of a night. ‘Unfortunately, like many, I have been cursed with heterosexuality. I have considered on many occasions making the switch, after all the male species are …’ I struggled to find the word, so many descriptors coming into my brain all at once.

‘Pretty awful?’ he suggested.

‘I was going to go with fucking terrible, but that works just as well.’

He held his hands up in innocence. ‘I didn’t want to make any assumptions.’

I hummed in agreement, readjusting my position on the sofa. His thick arm grazed mine, bare skin meeting as he moved, his head leaning slightly closer to my ear as a familiar face passed us, a friendly, flirty smile sent my way.

‘Ryan?’ Oliver asked, his eyes following Ryan to the back of the room. A night I had failed to forget from a year ago replayed in my mind, a very regretful mistake after the last US Open. I shook my head.

‘Been there. Done that.’ I turned to meet Oliver’s dark gaze. ‘Never again.’

‘Okay, well, this is impossible. I give up.’ He threw his hands up in defeat.

‘You give up? Already?’ I laughed. ‘Am I that much of a terrible prospect?’

‘Far too picky.’

‘I think you overestimate your wingman capabilities.’ I rolled my eyes at him, ‘You only gave me three options. All of which were unsuitable.’

‘One was perfectly fine before,’ he pointed out. ‘What’s wrong with a repeat performance?’

Blunt honesty bit at my tongue. ‘Yeah, we just were … not a good match.’

Oliver sent me a look of slight confusion, his eyebrow raised in question.

‘In bed,’ I added, trying to answer his silent question. His gaze only turned more burning; the question was still apparently unanswered. A small smile threatened at my lips, the truth a little scandalous. I held his gaze as I told him the truth, watching his confident expression crumple. ‘The man failed to make me orgasm. He was a very selfish lover.’

Oliver’s cheeks burned a gorgeous shade of red as his gaze shot across the room. He swallowed down a mouthful of his drink, his throat bobbing before he spoke. ‘Okay then. Not a reasonable choice.’

‘Exactly.’

‘And women are definitely out?’

‘Trust me, mate. I wish.’

He sighed, seemingly tapping back into his endless well of positivity. ‘Okay, different game plan. Follow me.’

I weighed up my options, wondering if I should take a second look around for Inés, or even take the opportunity to leave. After all, I had been dragged to the party, and then unceremoniously abandoned.

But then I considered my empty hotel room. A small replica runners-up trophy sitting in its box on my dresser. I hadn’t even been able to open the lid. When they’d given it to me after the match, I’d forced myself to smile, refusing to look bitter from the loss. I knew what they said about me, how they whispered about ‘always the bridesmaid never the bride’ Dylan and my inability to close out a fucking final.

But what they didn’t see was the Friday evening before. When I spent the entire night tossing and turning, unable to find any relief. My mind played over and over the last run of finals I’d managed to make, picking apart all the lazy mistakes, all the stupid returns I should’ve run faster for, cursing myself for not training enough because obviously if I had, I would’ve won by now.

I’d arrived that morning at the arena with little over a couple hours of sleep, a jittery anxious mess. And I’d walked off empty-handed. Somehow, being alone with these thoughts felt marginally less appealing than spending another few hours here.

I followed Oliver as he led me across the apartment to the dining room, where a little white net separated the table into the two halves.

‘Table tennis? Really?’ I looked to Oliver, unsure if this was supposed to be a joke. ‘Isn’t this a little too on the nose?’

He laughed, that damn smile of his breaking out again. I had to stop with this champagne, it was making me delirious.

‘It is,’ he agreed. ‘But the excellent thing about table tennis is …’ He found the tiny net that was set up in the middle of the table and pulled at the knots that kept it in place, the net turning slack. ‘It doubles as an excellent surface for beer pong.’

I had to fight down my own smile that grew across my lips at the sound of the words ‘beer pong’ in his rich and heavy English accent. ‘And this is supposed to get me laid how?’

‘We are in a room full of competitive athletes, Dylan,’ he answered. ‘Competitive athletes, with one night off. And we’ve got a drinking game.’

Maybe the man did have some good ideas in him. ‘Guess we should get some beer then.’

Turning, Oliver caught the attention of one of the waiters, quickly ordering a few bottles of beer and cups.

‘Alright then, Bailey,’ he said when the table was all set out, the beer poured. He threw the small white ping-pong ball to me. ‘Time to show the world what you’re made of.’

Thirty minutes later, there was a deep crowd gathered around the table, cheering as I perfectly aimed a shot into my competitor’s cup. Felix, a German coach with freakishly big hands, grinned in defeat as he fished the ball out of his cup, throwing it in a glass of water to clean it.

‘Prost!’ He downed the last of the beer. The crowd cheered again as he finished the glass in one gulp, the player clearly used to the game. I tore my gaze away from Felix, catching a sly smile from Oliver, who had been dutifully refereeing the games, his plan clearly succeeding. Our eyes connected, and for a second, the noise of the room fell away.

I picked up my last remaining cup and took a sure but steady sip. Eyes still on him. I forced my mind to take an important list into consideration.

Reasons Oliver Anderson is a Bad Idea™.

	He’s married (as far as I’m aware)
	That goddamn smile.


And those two very good reasons were enough for me to tear myself from his eyes, his kind smile and pretty face, and look across the table to Felix.

‘Want to get another drink?’ Felix suggested. ‘Perhaps one that hasn’t had a ball floating in it?’

I nodded, asking him to lead the way, pushing any and all thoughts of Oliver from my mind.

I didn’t think about him again. Not as Felix got me a new drink. Not as we sat on one of the sofas and asked questions about each other, awkward moments filling up the space in between. Not as he flirted, and I forced a laugh at his questions, trying to skip to the end of the night when we’d get on with it and kiss and I’d feel the warm pull you get when someone is interested in you, and maybe for a night both of us could forget about whatever life shit we had going on.

Nothing real, a band-aid on a sinking ship.

Felix leaned in, his mouth meeting mine. The first touch of his lips cold against mine. The second touch just as strange. When we pulled apart, I looked up at him, trying to place what had felt so wrong about the kiss. Over his shoulder, I caught a glimpse of a familiar frame at the other side of the room. Oliver. When his gaze caught mine, a small smile curled onto his lips when he clearly saw I was successful, and his hand raised in a wave goodbye.

My stomach knotted as I was struck with the realization of how fundamentally bored I was. Felix was nice enough, but the time I’d spent with Oliver was the highlight of my night. He’d been the first bit of fun I’d had in a while, and now … he was going home alone. I had genuinely enjoyed hanging out with him and I wanted more of that.

I softly waved back, returning his goodbye, somehow finding myself already missing his warm sunshine smile.

‘Who was that?’ Felix asked, turning around, but Oliver was already gone. I blinked, refocusing on the cute German in front of me.

‘Oh, just a friend,’ I said, shrugging his question away.

‘Anyway,’ he asked, ‘is your hotel far?’

His question was a given, seeing as I’d been laughing at his jokes and chatting him up, my hand on his arm since we sat down. But there was an ache in my bones. I pulled back, any flirty mood disappearing.

‘Actually, Felix, it’s been great meeting you. But I’m going to call it a night.’

He took a moment, sensing the change in tone and mood, before nodding in understanding. ‘See you around, Dylan.’

A slight relief washed over me at the ease of it all as I smiled back at him, thankful for the friendly exchange.

Instead, I headed for the front door and out into the New York evening.
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Dylan

Risk – Gracie Abrams

The warm evening air was still a relief from the overflowing apartment, and it took me a moment to fully place myself in the city street, my eyes searching for any sign of Oliver.

I found him a little further down, his phone in his hand as he stood by the road. A white saloon drove past me, slowing down to pull up in front of Oliver.

In a panic, I shouted his name as I silently thanked my sensible choice in footwear. His head twisted from the car to me, his hand dropping from the door handle as surprise washed over him.

‘Dylan? What are you doing?’

I closed the gap between us. ‘You didn’t say goodbye.’

‘I did wave.’

‘That’s no way to say goodbye.’ I knew I was grasping at any old excuse now. ‘You were my wingperson after all.’

‘I’ll remind you my duties are completed. You looked like you were closing in there.’

‘He was boring. All he spoke about was tennis.’

‘All anyone in that damn room speaks about is tennis!’ His lips curled into a grin. ‘Still as picky as ever.’

‘I’m definitely proving hard to please.’ I realized I couldn’t exactly argue with his point anymore. ‘Are you going home?’

‘I have a hotel.’

‘Which one?’

His expression changed then, and with a slight twist of horror, I realized my mistake.

I raised my hands, ‘I promise I’m not making any moves here. You are totally one hundred per cent safe.’

‘You can’t blame me; you are trying to find out where I’m sleeping.’ There was a relief in his voice, and for a second, I wasn’t sure if I should be offended.

‘You’re really making me sound more like a stalker,’ I joked. ‘I was wondering if you wanted to get a drink.’

‘A drink?’ His apprehension reappeared, and I wondered if I was pushing too hard. I had just met him, but tonight was a bust and the only time I’d felt marginally better was when I’d spoken to him. Something about him, the friendliness he seemed to radiate, it felt familiar and comforting.

‘One tiny, totally innocent, completely friendly drink,’ I continued. ‘I realized … I might need a friend, instead of somebody I can’t stand talking to, and as we figured out, Inés is pretty busy. Plus, you might understand,’ I reached out, my fist connecting playfully with his shoulder. ‘Second-place buddy.’

‘Second place isn’t bad, you know.’

I stuffed down the urge to scream. ‘Come for a drink, and you can try to convince me of that.’

There was barely a moment for him to consider my proposition before a voice shouted from inside the car, the driver clearly impatient to get on his way. ‘Are you wanting this ride or not?’

Oliver pulled open the back door and motioned for me to climb inside. ‘After you, stalker.’

‘Why thank you, victim.’

He followed me inside the car, saying a quick ‘thank you’ to the driver as he pulled away, rejoining the traffic.

‘I’m a little across town, at the Belmont Regency.’ Oliver said.

‘Same hotel as me,’ I grinned. ‘This is all very convenient for the murder plans I have.’

He turned to look out the window at the passing buildings, Manhattan speeding by. ‘I’ll start to worry if you’re on the same floor. I mean, chasing me up the street.’

‘I’m mostly harmless, I swear.’ I held my hand up, thumb holding down my pinky. ‘Scout’s honour.’

‘There’s no way you were a scout. None of us had time for that.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘Besides, I’ve heard the opposite.’

‘Oh, so you’ve heard of me.’ Talking with him felt like filling up a balloon, my ego inflating with every word.

‘The wrath of Dylan Bailey is pretty well known.’

My cheeks burned hot as the balloon burst. A thousand different incidents played on my mind. I knew who I was, knew how badly I had reacted to things in the past. Even this summer, when I thought Scottie, another tennis player, had cheated, I’d gone behind her back to her father. I’d … I’d reacted, and while I hadn’t known the truth of the situation, I’d ended up making a bigger mess in my rage. Now, I felt exhausted and burnt out by the constant let-down of second place, the spiral down only a step away.

The rest of the car journey was quieter, the radio playing some pop song in the background. I kept looking over at Oliver, kept wondering what insanity had driven me literally running from a sure thing and down the street shouting his name. I must’ve looked so desperate. When the car pulled up outside the hotel, I was beginning to rethink the entire thing.

I followed him out of the car, my hands wringing together as social anxiety started to kick in. Oliver was on his phone as we headed through the glass doors, entering the lobby of the hotel.

‘I think I’ll head up,’ I said, as he began to head to the hotel bar.

His head twisted to look at me. ‘What happened to needing a friend to talk to?’

I shrugged, my entire body turning hot. ‘You were heading to bed. I feel like I’m being a nuisance and –’

‘You aren’t,’ he said, cutting me off. ‘Being a nuisance, that is. You’re saving me from being horribly boring and spending my last night in New York flicking through a hundred channels before settling on the first option.’

I could feel my anxiety pulling me towards the lift, the call of the relative safety of the empty room where I could overthink everything.

‘I need to get up early,’ he countered. ‘That’s why I agreed to one small innocent drink. Or is that not what you promised?’

‘Are you sure?’

He didn’t give me another chance to change my mind. ‘Come on. It’s on me.’

Taking a deep breath, we headed into the bar, patrons scattered around the wide space. Oliver walked right up, a kind smile on his face as he ordered his drink from the bartender.

‘Can I have a Jack and Diet Coke and …’ He trailed off, looking over his shoulder at me.

All other drink options left my brain, leaving me on autopilot as my eyes scanned the bottles at the back of the bar, before I found myself saying, ‘I’ll have the same.’

‘Two please.’

The bartender nodded, walking away to make our drinks.

‘If you find us somewhere to sit, I’ll bring the drinks over,’ Oliver instructed. I swallowed as I looked around, trying to find a seat. There were plenty of options, but my overloaded, overthinking brain refused to focus on a final choice. I didn’t realize how long I had been standing debating the pros and cons of a booth over a table seat when Oliver came up behind me, passing my drink to me.

‘How about we sit over here?’ he said, pointing towards an empty booth. I nodded and followed him, still feeling an invisible tether between me and the elevators. How quickly could I finish this drink and leave him be?

Silently, I cursed Inés. This is exactly why I stay locked in my room for as long as possible. Being around people and champagne, after another loss, it loosened my lips. Oliver relaxed into the seat, smiling over at me as I struggled for an excuse to leave him alone.

He broke the silence. ‘What was wrong with him?’

‘Who?’ I lifted my glass to my lips, taking a sip of the sweet liquid.

‘Felix,’ he answered.

‘I mean … nothing really.’ I winced. ‘I didn’t think we had anything in common.’

‘Did you need anything in common?’ He almost laughed. ‘And tennis? Isn’t that enough?’

‘It’s like talking about work. Sometimes, you want a night off.’

‘And what do you think we are going to talk about?’

‘Touché,’ I said, finding the courage to ask the question that had been lingering on my mind all night. ‘How are you this cool about it? Second place.’

He scoffed, ‘I mean, I’m disappointed. It was a hard competition, and to come this close, only to lose to Ruari. But you know, it was the same at Roland Garros. He’s having a good year. You win some; you lose some.’

‘I haven’t won any.’

‘I thought you won Wimbledon a couple of years ago?’ His words were an unintentional gut punch, the pain of the old wound still not fully healed.

I took a long sip from my drink, hoping to drown the bitterness in my tone. ‘Doesn’t count if your opponent was disqualified for cheating. And imagine that being the only time you’ve won a slam.’

He winced at my words as if he couldn’t stand it himself. Under the table my leg began to bounce nervously.

‘You do make it to a lot of finals,’ he pointed out. I could see his thoughts written across his face: Lots of finals, but no wins.

‘I do.’ Countless finals ran through my mind. The exhaustion of them hitting me all at once. It was vastly underappreciated how much energy it took to get to the final round every single time. Vastly underappreciated the disappointment to walk away empty-handed as well.

His expression softened. ‘What happens?’

I snorted a harsh laugh. ‘I lose.’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘What I mean is, why do you lose? What’s different in you, in your play between that final match and all the others?’ A silence fell as we both waited for my response. ‘Sorry, if I’m digging too much.’

‘It’s fine.’ Anger and frustration bit at my words, but the feelings were not directed at him. ‘These are the questions I ask myself over and over. What went wrong? Why didn’t I make the shot? I get so close sometimes only to fuck it up. Did you see the score yesterday? She demolished me. I should be embarrassed for losing like that.’

He pulled back, sitting into the cushion of the booth, his eyes assessing. ‘Those matches are the worst.’

‘I wasn’t doing anything right. I made it so easy for her to win, I practically gave it away. I don’t even know why I kept going after the first set.’

‘But you do get there,’ he pressed. ‘How are the other matches?’

‘Fine. Child’s play,’ I waved my hand as if to push the idea away. I took those matches so easily, so brutally and without a second thought to my opponent. I left girls crying as they left the court, and I fucking loved that power. In contrast, losing felt like a bucket of icy water to pull you from the haze. ‘And then I reach the final and it’s like I can’t keep it together.’

Frustration had me fisting my hands so hard my knuckles turned white.

‘I’m tired of this,’ I admitted. Quitting was for losers, for people who gave up. I’d never ever considered it before, but now … ‘I’m tired of losing, and I know it’s still second place, and some players would kill for that. But I’m not doing all of this to be second best. I’m here to fucking win.’

He let out a heavy breath, and I felt the tension grow between us, heavy and tangible.

‘Sorry,’ I apologized. ‘I’m ranting and I’m ruining your night. I said a fun drink and here I am being bitter and stupid and –’

‘No, keep going. You said you needed a friend.’

I looked at him for a moment. Really looked. The softened gaze of his dark eyes, the relaxed posture as his long arms stretched out onto the table. He was listening, interested even.

‘I’ve known you for hours.’ The point felt moot, given everything I’d admitted. Feelings I’d never even told my best friends, things I keep buried and safe from my therapist.

Oliver shrugged. ‘Every friendship starts somewhere.’

‘I have a therapist,’ I said, taking another drink. ‘I should call them.’

‘Is it helping?’ he asked easily. ‘Therapy?’

‘Not really,’ I admitted, thinking over the last few weeks, few months. Sadness coloured the memories blue. ‘I get so angry. It’s valid most of the time, but it makes this big mess. I lash out and I’m mean. I’m so mean and …’ I stopped myself from saying anything else. What had happened with Scottie. I couldn’t have known, but maybe if I’d stopped and asked myself why. Why her dad had taken me on to coach so easily. Why Jon, her coach, had taken her back.

‘I can relate.’ Oliver sounded just as grim as me. His head swayed from side to side, as if he was fighting some internal conflict. ‘I’m … There’s a lot going on in my life right now.’

He held up his bare left hand in answer, the saddest curve on his lips. ‘There’s nothing I could do to stop it. For years, it was fine, and then she – she wanted something different. And it wasn’t even her fault. It was nobody’s fault. But somehow it makes it feel worse.’

I didn’t think about it as my hand stretched out across the table towards his. One big squeeze. It should’ve felt stranger, being this raw with someone I barely knew. But maybe that’s how it was to be around Oliver. Some people allow you to open up. More than a friendly demeanour and a fun time, somebody you could sit with in a crowded room, and they still managed to make you feel like the only two people there.

‘So,’ he cleared his throat. ‘What’s next?’

My shoulders slumped. Even the simple thought of the remaining tour was difficult enough. ‘It feels like giving up would be easier at this point.’

‘After all of this?’

I was scared of my own answer. Scared to admit to anyone how much it hurt to keep going when I kept ending up in the same position.

‘I’m alone a lot. I miss Melbourne. It’s nice to have a home open but it doesn’t mean I get to spend any time there. I miss my family and my sisters. It’s so loud and chaotic and they don’t put up with any of my bullshit.’

He chuckled, ‘I doubt you take that well.’

‘It results in a fight but it’s a sister fight: the next day, all is forgiven,’ I said, a little sad at the memories. I nodded down at his hand as I said, ‘So that’s why no ring?’

His fingers curled into his fist under the sudden attention. He stretched it out as if to fight the unwanted reaction. ‘It feels weird without it. I kind of miss wearing it.’

I nodded as if I understood, but I didn’t, no romantic relationship of my own coming anywhere near to even living together, let alone marriage.

‘How long were you together?’ I asked. I’d known his wife; she was a player too, a little lower down in the rankings, but good, nonetheless.

‘Five years.’

I winced, but Oliver just shook his head. ‘We’d been together so long. Even though it wasn’t a shock when the divorce came, nine months on, I … I’m still figuring life without her.’

‘I guess now you learn what it looks like.’ My humour was dark, a little dry, but he still cracked a slight smile.

His hand held his glass, tipping it absentmindedly. ‘Apparently it looks like a hotel.’

I related, instantly missing my own home in Melbourne. Missing Australia entirely, homesickness hitting me hard.

‘Hotels suck. I mean, sure –’ I gestured at the modern luxury around us. Everything was perfectly appointed, the comfortable leather chairs, the marble tables and gold-foiled bar. Even the air was perfectly scented. ‘But …’

‘It’s not home,’ he repeated. There was a moment, a silence, when I wasn’t sure what to say next, how to ask him if he was okay when he was clearly heartbroken.

‘Do me a favour?’ he asked, his attention meeting mine again.

‘Beat your ex-wife on the court?’ I joked.

He raised a single eyebrow. ‘You have already, and you know it.’

I grinned, a little twisted with confidence and ego. It had been an excellent match a few seasons ago, the kind when you enjoy destroying somebody’s game probably a little too much.

‘Don’t quit,’ he said, our eyes meeting.

I tried to keep the surprise from my voice as I defended myself, ‘I was joking.’ I was, right? Or had Oliver seen something I hadn’t?

‘I know, but just … don’t.’

I swallowed the uncomfortable lump in my throat, the feeling of him seeing right through me growing intense. Maybe I’d shown too much, dipped the cards too low.

‘You’re closer than you know, Dylan.’ He said the words with such assurance, I wondered to myself if I’d ever match his confidence. ‘You’ve gotta keep your head on straight.’

I laughed, trying to escape the tension. ‘Easier said than done.’

‘If you can keep your cool in the final, you’ll win. Panic, and you’ll end up in the same place.’

‘Has anyone actually ever calmed down after being told not to panic?’

‘I mean it.’ The intensity of his words had me still in my seat, my attention entirely his. ‘Sometimes you need somebody who believes you can do it. Someone with no investment in your success other than wishing you the best. I’ve seen you play; you’ve got a killer instinct. Nobody on the tour looks forward to a match against you.’

I didn’t answer him, struck a little by his enthusiasm.

‘I bet,’ he paused, thinking to himself. ‘If you give yourself a chance and cut yourself a break with the pressure, you can win the Australian Open.’

I looked at him. ‘You bet?’ His answer was a single nod. ‘And what do I win if you’re wrong?’

‘Well, if I’m right, and you keep going and finally take the final in Melbourne, you have to buy us a round of drinks.’

‘A round of drinks?’ I looked around as if I was being punked. ‘What? Because you can’t afford to buy your own?’

‘I did just have to pay a divorce solicitor so I’m very out of pocket,’ he pointed out, before continuing, ‘But I’ll make sure it’s an expensive round of drinks.’

‘And if I lose?’

‘I’ll be your wingperson for life?’

‘After tonight’s performance? I don’t think so.’

‘I’ll remind you it wasn’t me who bailed on Felix.’

‘Left him high and dry too.’ I smiled, almost beginning to regret abandoning poor Felix now. At least with him, I wouldn’t be spilling my guts and making bets with relative strangers. I tried to focus on what I’d want from this stupid bet. I wasn’t going to walk away from the court, I knew that. But if I lost again at the Australian Open, it’d sure be nice to win something at least. I took a moment, looking around the bar as if I wanted anything there. My eyes caught the TV screen, a recap of today’s events, Ruari holding a trophy high above his head. Jealousy twisted in my gut, and before I could take a moment to double think it, I answered.

‘Alright, fine,’ I said, ‘If I lose, I get one of your trophies.’

‘A trophy,’ he repeated, dumbfounded.

I nodded, ‘The US Open one looks nice and shiny, and it’s made by Tiffany.’

He stared at me blankly for another beat. And then another, his mouth opening and closing. He pulled himself together enough to repeat me. ‘You want my US Open trophy? The one from last year.’

‘If I lose, I’m going to need something to put on the goddamn shelf.’

His arms folded over his muscled frame as if he was battling with himself on whether to agree. I realized then I’d set a trap. There was no way he’d agree to this, especially a Grand Slam trophy. This way, he’d back out and I was free to do whatever I wanted and –

‘Okay. Fine.’ His words struck me cold. ‘If you lose, you can have it.’ I swallowed down my surprise; after all, now either way, I’d be a winner. ‘You have to stick it out, make it to Melbourne.’

‘Excellent. I agree.’ I stretched my hand out towards him without any hesitation. He looked at it, still considering exactly what he was agreeing to.

‘I feel like I’m paying up a lot more here.’ For the second time that night, Oliver’s hand slid into mine.

‘You did say it would be an expensive round of drinks.’

‘Better make it a bar tab.’

‘Too late now, you’ve already agreed.’

He tipped his glass towards me. ‘To the second-place losers.’

I couldn’t help but return the smile, his words echoing mine. ‘To the second-place losers.’
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Oliver

Spotlight – Mutemath

It had been a while since I’d shown up to practice with a hangover, crawling in like some rookie, head pounding with a headache, but that didn’t stop Nico from torturing me as if it was his only job. I returned the ball over the net, but he caught me unprepared, hitting it clean over to the open court of the private country club he’d dragged me to.

At least he’d promised me brunch after.

‘Come on now,’ he teased, ‘It can’t be that bad.’

I pushed my sunglasses back up the bridge of my nose, the glaring sun far too bright for this time of morning. Why had I agreed to another session with him? And why did I drink so much last night? The answer to the last one was easy.

‘You’ve picked up some new tricks, old dog,’ I shouted back, watching as his smirk fell into a scowl. I swore I could hear him grumbling something about how everyone bullied him for his age.

‘Just serve already!’ He was a surly American, but there was also something different. Seeing my friend in love was something new, especially for Nico.

I did as he said, and we fell into an easy rally, hitting back and forth with little additional effort. Just when I got too comfortable, he hit it far to the right, then back to the left, forcing me to run from side to side in a matter of a few seconds. My entire body groaned at me to stop, go home and crawl back into the pit of my hotel room. Nico rushed the net as I lobbed the ball into the air. He caught me out with an overhead, claiming the point and the first set.

‘And you’re ranked higher than me!’ he remarked. ‘I think I need to make a few calls!’

‘I was playing yesterday! I’m exhausted.’

Even when I arrived, the receptionist had looked at me as if to ask, ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

I held my arm out, extending the racket to point at him. ‘Need I remind you; I beat you at Wimbledon.’

We both made our way to the bench at the side of the court. I noticed a small limp in his walk, and the competitor in me wondered if I should get another game out of him so I could claim a victory. But the weaker and hung-over part cried out for mercy at the thought.

‘That was months ago. And I retired from that match. I practically handed you the win,’ Nico grabbed a water bottle and took a long, deep sip. At least it wasn’t only me feeling it today.

‘Oh, what, because you felt sorry for me?’ I joked, joining him on the bench as I threw my towel around the back of my neck.

Nico paused mid-sip. ‘Now I think about it – yes.’

Was this guy ever going to cut me a break?

‘Not because you were doing it for some girl?’

His eyes narrowed, ‘Some girl?’

I was actually a little afraid for a moment. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, should I rephrase?’

‘I think you should.’ He remained resolute in his stoniness. And for some odd reason, it warmed my heart.

My hand landed on his shoulder in apology. ‘You are in deep, my man.’

‘Can you blame me?’ His shoulder slackened under my touch. Then Nico stilled again as he quickly added, ‘Don’t answer that.’

‘Wasn’t going to.’

‘How are you doing … with everything?’

I tried to swallow down a sudden lump in my throat, the insinuation clear. When he texted this morning, telling (not asking) me to meet him at a court he’d booked, I’d suspected there was an ulterior motive.

‘It’s fine.’ I took a deep breath in. ‘I’m serious. The divorce had been a long time coming, and she’s happier this way. That’s all that matters.’

‘But what about your happiness?’

I smothered a grin. ‘Is Nico Kotas trying to talk about feelings with me?’

Any emotion disappeared from his tone. ‘Don’t die of shock.’

‘What has this woman done to you?’ I joked, but Nico was having none of it.

He grounded out his reply, ‘She has a name.’

‘Scottie,’ I said, feeling his prickliness a little too much. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve never known you to be so touchy. Over anything.’

‘Things change.’ He was wound so tightly; it was hard not to poke and make fun. But honestly, I’d never known him to be in any romantic relationship, and it was nice to see him so protective over her.

‘I see,’ I finished, letting him stay in his grumpy bubble. ‘Anyway, back to me. Happiness is not being married to somebody who wants different things than you,’ I resolved, the words a bitter truth on my tongue.

He fell silent, and I began to wonder if he was still irritated. Then, in a much softer tone, he said, ‘Can I ask what happened?’

‘You can ask …’ I trailed off, earning myself a raised eyebrow from Nico before I summarized in three painful words: ‘She wanted kids.’

‘And you don’t?’

I shook my head. ‘Never did.’

‘And there’s no chance of changing your mind?’

‘Do you ask people who want kids the same question?’

He shook his head, sounding apologetic. ‘That’s not how I meant it.’

‘Then how did you mean it?’

‘More like …’ His words cut off as he tried to find the right words. ‘Scottie could ask me for anything. Kids, no kids. A puppy. A part of my liver and while they’re at it, my second kidney.’

I managed a laugh. ‘Down bad, dude,’ I teased.

‘Don’t remind me.’ Then he turned to me. ‘I don’t care. As long as she’s happy.’

And all of a sudden, I saw it in his eyes: the emotion, the love he had for her pouring out. What happened to him on that damn island?

Thinking about how he clearly felt, how easily he would give her everything, made me feel like I wasn’t a good enough husband. Had I tried to want what she wanted hard enough? Did I spend enough nights lying awake next to her wishing to change? Had I spent enough time with friends’ kids trying to discover the spark of parenthood I had missed all my life? The one she clearly had discovered while I’d been left in the dark?

I knew the answer. But it didn’t mean giving up made me feel any less like a failure.

‘For me, I never saw them fitting into my life. I don’t have that … paternal need to teach somebody how to ride a bike, you know?’

A low hum shook his body. ‘I’m pretty sure there’s more to fatherhood than that.’

‘Exactly,’ I agreed, ‘and I actively don’t want it.’

‘And she did.’

I closed my eyes. I hadn’t told many people what happened, the deepest cracks that broke us apart. And there was still a mixed feeling in sharing it now, a relief of sharing tinged with the pain of rehashing it all.

‘For the longest time, she said she didn’t. She was happy with tennis being everything. But the sport, it’s evolving. She saw the room for maternity leave and still being able to have a career after it. And it was great. She … she was so fucking hopeful over it, and it ate me up that I didn’t want it.’

‘That must’ve been difficult.’

I sighed, remembering those last months. Once she told me what she wanted, after shoving newborns in my arms for me to hold and smell as if a stinky baby would make me want one. ‘We fought for a while over it. She swore she could live without a kid, but I knew her well enough. It was clear how badly she felt, and how I was robbing her of the future she wanted.’ I looked at him, my friend who was clearly caught up in the deepest ocean of love, an emotion that now felt so foreign to me, as if I couldn’t imagine what it felt like to love without it causing me physical pain. ‘I loved her enough to know when it was hurting us both.’

‘Fuck, man.’ His voice cracked as he spoke.

‘Are you …’ I trailed off, trying to process the shock. ‘Crying?’

‘Shut up.’ He wiped at his face; my body still frozen as he pushed up from the bench. He grabbed his racket, bouncing the ball against the ground. ‘Let’s hit some balls,’ he added, forcing his voice to sound deeper.

My phone buzzed twice in my pocket, and I pulled it out, the last night resurfacing in my mind. A buzz of serotonin shot through me as I looked at the response to the panic text I sent that morning.

OLIVER
I’m rethinking this trophy situation.



DYLAN
How did you get this number?

Who’s the stalker now.



I started to type out a response when Nico rudely interrupted.

‘Who’s that?’ he asked.

‘Nobody.’ I pressed send before pocketing my phone.

OLIVER
I’m just saying, my trophy is way better than a measly round of drinks.



He hummed. ‘Does nobody have a second name?’ He threw the ball at my head, missing me narrowly as I got up.

‘Did you want to go do another set?’

‘Getting over the ex, are we?’

‘No, it’s just a bet.’ I walked away, not feeling the need to have to explain any further. But judging by the way Nico followed me as he walked close to the net, he had more questions.

‘With?’ he asked, his racket tucked under his arm.

I took a moment to consider lying, keeping her identity to myself, before seeing no real harm. We were only friends, after all. ‘Dylan Bailey?’

He froze, his eyes going wide. ‘Huh?’

‘What?’ I asked, taking a step towards him. ‘Do you know her well?’

He squinted, trying to make up his mind. ‘Well enough.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘She was at the training camp at Rhodes.’

‘Oh, okay.’

‘I mean, she left halfway. But we played a lot of cards.’

‘That kind of sounds like friends?’

He shook his head, crossing his arms over his body. ‘I wouldn’t say that.’

‘So, you aren’t friends.’

‘That’s not quite it either.’

‘Are you going to start making sense any time soon, or should I expect you to keep speaking in riddles?’

He let out a heavy breath. ‘She’s … she’s more Scottie’s acquaintance. Now. You know, after all the things with her dad.’

‘I heard about it.’ My heart sank remembering the news, thinking over how dark the truth behind Scottie Sinclair’s life had been, and for all the other players who had come forward over the past few months with similarly haunting stories.

‘They had a rivalry and Dylan … she gave her a hard time – understandably, given she didn’t know the truth – but it was ugly to watch. But Dylan was the one who convinced her to come forward. Something I hadn’t ever dreamed Scottie would have the courage to do.’

‘That’s complicated,’ I answered, understanding Nico’s insecurity about her. But his relationship with her didn’t have to mean anything to me. If anything, in the end, Dylan had shown up and done what was right. I’d seen it across her face, how conflicted she still felt about the situation with Scottie. I had a feeling Dylan didn’t open up very often.

‘We are just friends,’ I reminded Nico.

‘So why did I see her chasing after you last night?’ A smirk spread wide across Nico’s face.

‘Is that why you forced me to do this?’ I motioned around to the court.

There was no hesitation in his words. ‘Yes.’

‘Is this the part where you tell me not to break her heart or whatever?’

‘No. Absolutely not. This is the part where I warn you, she will leave you heartbroken.’

I took another step forward, unsure how else to convince him. ‘I swear it’s professional.’

‘First you said you were friendly. Now it’s professional.’

‘I can’t win with you today.’

‘Nope. And I am enjoying it.’

I sighed, trying to find the right words to show him how much he was blowing this out of proportion. ‘The point is that it’s not personal. I think she can win, and I want to help her do it.’

‘Why? Why her? There are hundreds of other players. Thousands,’ he pointed out.

I didn’t need to consider my answer. ‘There’s something about her style. I’ve followed her career for years.’

‘Really?’

‘The way she plays, her consistency is almost unmatched.’ I swallowed, thinking back. I never told her last night, played it cool as if I didn’t watch every match of hers I could. ‘She’s brutal and unforgiving. She doesn’t play like she loves to win. She plays like she can’t possibly stand to lose.’

It was something to watch, a player with that level of killer instinct. The tennis player in me watched in fear, terrified of a prospect of ever playing across from her. The fan, however, watched in absolute glee at the power she had on court.

That was, until she got to the final, and I was forced to sit and watch her spiral out. Something changed between the semi and the finals; it was like watching an entirely different person play. Sometimes, when I managed to catch her matches, I found myself yelling at the screen, pulling at my hair. It was like watching a car crash in slow motion and I was trapped, screaming and helplessly trying to get it all to stop.

‘You sound like a fan.’

‘I am,’ I answered easily.

‘And that’s all this is?’

‘If … if you and Scottie broke up, how long do you think it would be before you’d think about dating again?’ I asked, knowing his answer before he’d even had a chance to say it.

‘I don’t know. I don’t feel like I’d ever recover,’ he said as I ignored the tug of jealousy. Those early days, so simple and uncomplicated. I knew he was serious about her, knew he believed this was it. Forever. And as much as I wanted that for him, the dark sceptic of experience answered differently.

‘That’s where I am. I’m not looking because I’m not ready. I lost my Scottie. I just … There’s this giant hole in my life, and tennis … I’m not sure it’s big enough to fill it.’

He nodded, and I thought for a moment Nico understood me. Then he opened his mouth and asked, ‘So you want her to fill your hole?’

There was nothing on this earth that would have stopped me as I dropped a ball, hitting it towards where he stood at the net. His hands rose to cover his face as he crouched, the ball hitting his side. ‘Classy as ever, Kotas.’

‘You said it. Not me,’ he defended as he pulled his racket out. ‘Now, enough with the feelings talk. It’s time for me to teach you some lessons in humility.’

I laughed, turning my back on him as I stretched my shoulders, readying myself for another battle against Nico Kotas. The sooner this man retired, the better. ‘Do your worst, granddad.’

DYLAN
You’re the one who suggested a round.

And you did specify expensive.

So … who was it that gave you this number?



OLIVER
I have my sources.



DYLAN
I have a question



OLIVER
Yes?



DYLAN
How many people have asked you if you’re doing okay like you’ve had a death in the family since New York?



OLIVER
A few.

But I didn’t have my racket fall apart in my hands.



DYLAN
Good point.



OLIVER
How are you doing anyway?



DYLAN
I’d be better if my hotel room TV had Netflix installed. What kind of place doesn’t provide a smart TV?



OLIVER
I didn’t realize Dylan Bailey booked such budget hotels.



DYLAN
We booked the same hotel in New York.



OLIVER
Like I said, budget.

Where are you?



DYLAN
Still in New York. I’m meeting my mentor and possibly some coaches.

You?



OLIVER
Manchester, for the Davis Cup.



DYLAN
Hard Court SZN bby!



OLIVER
Let the games begin.
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Dylan

On & On & On – Maggie Rogers

‘If you worked on your second serve a little more,’ Avery began again, nattering on as she recapped my last match. I looked around the rideshare, the rushing backdrop of New York around me. She’d been trying to talk for days now. Missing or avoiding her calls was pretty easy, given she still lived in Melbourne.

But she’d caught me on my way to lunch, already running late, and I’d foolishly thought it would be enough to answer and tell her I’d call her later. But she’d fallen back into her usual way, dissecting every play I’d made as if I hadn’t already kicked myself enough already.

‘I know, I’ll make sure to work on it in practice,’ I answered, trying to satisfy her concern. I knew she was trying to help; nobody understood how hard it was to lose at tennis as much as Avery. We’d known each other since we were five, training together until I turned pro.

‘Focus on more spin; your kick serve is brutal.’ Was brutal. But I didn’t voice my doubts as the car pulled up outside the restaurant.

‘Yeah, I understand,’ I said mindlessly as I tried to find my bearings in the unfamiliar city. That had to be the hardest thing about being on tour, waking up in a new place every few weeks and never the place you want to be the most: home.

‘Are you listening?’ she shouted into my ear, and I winced, realizing I wasn’t giving my friend the attention she deserved. She was only trying to help.

‘Yes, sorry,’ I apologized, pressing the palm of my free hand against my face. I took a moment, inhaling a deep breath, a pang of homesickness hitting me as I instantly missed the crisp taste and smell of the clean air back home. ‘I’m running late for lunch.’

‘I’m trying to help.’

‘I know, and I appreciate that.’ I considered trying to put this call off again, but she was already pissed at me for avoiding her.

I took a quick glance at my watch, realizing how late I was for my meeting. What difference would another five minutes make?

‘How are you doing?’ I asked, trying to focus on her for what time I could give her. ‘I’m sorry it’s been so long since we spoke.’

‘I know! I miss you,’ she immediately said, her confidence renewed. ‘I’ve been good. I got a promotion at my job last week.’

‘Oh, congrats, that’s huge!’ Pride welled for my friend and the path she had forged outside of tennis. It wasn’t easy when the path you saw for yourself disappeared overnight.

‘Yeah, it’s a big deal.’ I could hear her joy down the phone, her tone light and a little braggy but in the way you can be around good friends. ‘It’s more work, but it’s what I wanted.’

‘I’m happy for you! That’s great news.’

‘When are you back?’ she asked. I tried my best not to think too much about how far away home was, how many months and weeks until I’d be back where I belonged.

‘I’m still in the US right now, so it will be a while.’ I pressed my eyes closed, missing my own home, my own mattress. There were only so many hotels and rented apartments I could handle before home wasn’t a want but a physical need. ‘But I’ll be back in the new year for the Australian Open.’

‘We should have a proper catch up then. I miss you so much,’ she repeated, tugging at my heartstrings from the other side of the world.

‘I miss you too.’ I couldn’t remember a time in my life without Avery on the other end of the phone. She always used to be my first phone call. Talking to her, she understood the pressure. Her career had been cut short, but she at least had the experience that my family did not.

I said the words to myself, as much as I said them to her, pressing the promise into my homesick heart. ‘I promise, I’ll be home before you know it.’

‘You better be!’ she replied before moving on. ‘I saw your parents the other week.’

‘Really?’ Surprise hit me. Avery knew them well. For ten years, our parents had shared the carpool responsibilities between practices and tournaments but I didn’t know she still spoke to my parents. ‘How are they doing?’

‘Both seem good! They were excited about your run in New York!’ My stomach turned over with shame. I’d called them before the competition began, finding it easier to focus on the matches when I didn’t have to call home all the time. I managed to keep the anxiety at bay without the constant reminder of how much they had given up for me to do this, how much of their time and money had been spent allowing me to compete in this sport and get to this level.

I searched for a home comfort in her words, at least knowing they were well and not overworking themselves like they had been known to do in my youth. ‘I’m overdue for a call,’ I said, trying to keep the stress from my voice.

‘They seem like they miss you. Your sisters were round too. When did your nieces get so big?’

I could see their faces, my two older sisters and their kids who were like tiny carbon copies of them. I was the baby of the family, and the elected fun aunt on the rare occasions I was in town. Catching up with my sisters was even more chaotic than the rest of my family, their kids and lives keeping them busy during the precious time I had to call them.

‘Only a few more months, and I’ll be back.’ My heart felt so heavy, like I was a sad disappointment of a sister, daughter and friend, all rolled into one.

‘Yeah, but only for a few weeks.’

I looked up at the bustling city around me, trying to distract myself from the hint of sadness that threatened to open up inside of me at her words. ‘I’ve got to run, but we can catch up soon. Maybe FaceTime.’

Avery began to protest, but I closed my eyes and willed myself not to cry.

‘Soon, Avery. I promise,’ I added. I let her get her goodbye out before I pulled the phone away from my face and pressed the ‘end call’ button. I stared down at my phone as the call screen disappeared, my lock screen replacing it. My own face stared back at me, my baby niece held in my arms.

That was three years ago now, and I could count the times I’d been able to see my nieces since then on one hand. We’d FaceTime on birthdays and random calls I’d have to fight to stay awake waiting for, desperate for a little reminder of home. But being there in person was different; it was being present and seeing them grow up.

A message from Oliver popped up on my phone, pulling me back.

OLIVER
How’s New York treating you?



I ignored the message, knowing I was already far too late, and headed inside the restaurant, spotting the familiar blonde hair of my old mentor inside.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late!’ I apologized, pulling out the chair across from Imogen Foster. The purse of her lips told me she was anything but pleased with my delay.

She was an icon, the queen of the tennis court. Even ten years after her retirement, nobody had come close to rivalling her legendary status. Imogen pushed up from her chair, leaning over to pull me into a quick embrace, her long, slender arms wrapping me, silver bracelets on her left arm jingling against each other as she moved.

‘I see you decided to show up after all,’ she complained as we pulled away, her sandy blonde hair brushing against my cheek.

‘I couldn’t get a friend off the phone.’ You’d think after years of friendship and mentoring, Imogen would begin to anticipate my lateness, but every time, she was left disappointed.

‘How are you doing?’

‘I’m fine.’ I looked around for a waiter, my need for a strong tea becoming desperate. When I looked back across the table, I found Imogen staring over at me.

‘Dylan, you lost again,’ she began, her voice low. I swallowed down the unnecessary reminder. ‘How are you really?’

‘I’m …’ I considered telling her the truth. How I couldn’t sleep. How badly scared I was to get back onto a court. How I’d been blowing off my practice time to do literally anything else. ‘I’ll bounce back.’

The lie was easy, the words perfectly rehearsed since I’d been repeating them for a week. Even longer if we counted the competitions before.

‘Are you thinking of quitting?’

The sudden bluntness of her question left me almost lost for words, my stuttered response unconvincing. ‘N-n-no.’ I struggled to maintain eye contact. Coughing to clear my throat, I tried again. ‘Of course not. I’m not finished.’

Again, I looked around for a waiter, already regretting agreeing to this lunch and praying for an interruption. Imogen was always straight to the point.

‘But you aren’t thinking about changing tactics? Considering any other coaches? Are you still rebuilding your team?’

‘I like going it alone.’ I shrugged. ‘And I’ve still got some of my team.’ I thought of my hitting partners, my physio, my agent.

I’d gone through a lot of changes in the last year, jumping from coach to coach, and in some cases, using some of the people that they insisted on. Years of working with different people, different teams, trying to find the right fit, it had become as exhausting as playing. I knew I wasn’t the easiest person to work with sometimes.

Pig headed. Arrogant. Bitch. I’d heard it all, and in the last few months. But I knew my body, knew where to put my feet and how to hold a goddamn racket. The revolving door of coaches and the slog of other staff they took along with them made an even louder racket in the press, paired with articles about how ‘difficult Dylan’ couldn’t keep anyone around.

The entire thing made me feel more alone.

‘Really?’ Imogen asked, not bothering to hide the surprise across her features.

‘Imogen, what are you not saying?’ I was getting sick of beating around the bush, of her playing games. She was supposed to be my mentor, not my therapist, she could tell me the fucking answers.

Her back straightened before she spoke. ‘You say you’re fine, but you just lost another final. And 6–1, 6–2?’ She gasped a laugh. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever watched anyone lose so badly in New York. She dominated you.’

‘Wow, thanks.’

She continued as if I had said nothing. ‘Then you come in here, late.’

‘I’m always late.’

‘And you look …’ She paused, the strength in her demeanour melting, giving way to a sorrow in her gaze I’m not sure I’ve ever seen from her. ‘Dylan, you look upset. You look exhausted. And then you tell me nothing is wrong, nothing is changing. You’re doing everything the exact same way as before. When it’s clearly not working for you.’

What was I supposed to say? The answer arrived in the form of a waiter, interrupting the heavy silence that had fallen between us.

‘Are you ready to order?’ he asked, looking awkwardly between us. Without missing a single beat, Imogen turned and ordered her lunch, a Greek salad. I mumbled the same, still struck by the emotional blow Imogen had dealt me.

‘Something needs to change, Dylan,’ she said as the waiter disappeared. ‘You have a lot of potential, and I can’t stand seeing it go to waste.’

I bit my tongue. What fucking potential? There was nothing fucking worse than somebody telling you that you were wasting your talent, your years of training. Like, what? I wasn’t trying hard enough? I wasn’t giving this my body, mind and soul?

And for another entirely unknown reason, I thought of Oliver, his last text left unanswered after Avery called. I thought of him, a stranger I’d met at a party I didn’t want to go to who believed in me. Who made a bet with me, and never let me feel like I hadn’t done enough.

‘I’m trying my best.’ I managed the four words. The four words I almost wanted to brand on my skin as a reminder to both myself and everyone else around me.

‘I know.’ She paused, taking a final sip from her coffee. ‘But you need to do something different.’

My hand curled into a fist under the table, nails digging into the bed of my palm as I tried to stop myself from running out of the restaurant.

‘How do you suggest I do that?’

Imogen leaned down, placing her purse on her lap. She dug a crisp white business card out and laid it on the table in front of me. I didn’t need to look at it to know whose name and details were embossed on the heavyweight card.

‘Give her a call,’ Imogen pressed, and it took the rest of my self-control not to crumple the card up, tear it into pieces, or steal the handheld blowtorch a nearby waiter was using to unnecessarily smoke something nearby while a fellow restaurant patron filmed for their social media.

I shook my head. ‘There’s no way she will help.’ The memory of our last interaction was hard to forget, even if it was over two years ago.

Imogen’s voice was firm as she continued, ‘She will because I asked her to.’

I allowed myself to pick up the card and feel the luxurious paper between my fingers. I looked back at Imogen. ‘You do remember I threw a paperweight at her head?’

‘And you missed. It’s a good thing you didn’t pick a sport where you need to hurl anything.’

I didn’t laugh, every single word of the argument that had led to the action from me still cemented in my head, replaying itself over when I couldn’t sleep in the early hours of the morning. Haunting me the night before every final. Following me every time I stepped onto a court.

‘Imogen … this is a bad idea.’

Imogen repeated herself. ‘You need help. You need her.’

‘You really think she will help?’ I asked, my words almost a whine.

Do you really think she will even pick up the phone?

Imogen nodded. ‘I do believe she can help. After all, it was Brooke who turned you into a pro.’


[image: DISAPPOINTMENT DYLAN REUNITES WITH COACH BROOKE TURNER: CAN SHE TURN THE TIDE OF DEFEAT?; Aussie tennis ace Dylan Bailey is back in the game with her old coach, Brooke Turner! Bailey, notorious for choking in finals, has fans buzzing as she teams up again with the no-nonsense Turner. Their split two years ago after a Wimbledon wipeout had tongues wagging with rumours of off-court clashes.; Now, with Bailey’s career at a crossroads, can Turner whip her into shape and turn those final losses into wins? The court’s buzzing, and all eyes are on this fiery reunion!]


OLIVER
Congrats on the new coach! Good to see you’re working on our bet.



DYLAN
Yes, of course, this is all so you can keep my trophy.



OLIVER
Your trophy? Getting ahead of yourself, aren’t you?



DYLAN
Just getting you used to it.



OLIVER
So … why Brooke Turner? Do all you Aussies stick together?



DYLAN
I’ve known her for years; she was my first coach.



OLIVER
Wait … is she?

THE SNOW GLOBE??



DYLAN
It was a paperweight.

Wait, how do you know about that?



OLIVER
Dylan, everyone knows about that. Half the court could hear you screaming.



DYLAN
Well, that’s embarrassing.



OLIVER
We all have our moments. Some are off court and only the players know. Some are very, very public and live on YouTube for the rest of your career and come back to haunt you every time Tennis TV makes another ‘players screaming at umpires’ collection.



DYLAN
Like when you called the umpire a ‘pompous asshole’ at the French Open?



OLIVER
Besides the fact he was behaving like a pompous asshole …

Yes, exactly like that.

So? Why the reunion?



DYLAN
My mentor convinced me she was the best option. A lot of people have been telling me I need to change the way I play to win, and I guess this is me listening.



OLIVER
…

…

…



DYLAN
What?



OLIVER
I still don’t think you need to change your style of play.



DYLAN
Tell me then oh knowledgeable one? What is it I need to do?



OLIVER
Keep your head in the game.



DYLAN
LINK – ‘Getcha Head In The Game’ from The High School Musical Original Sound track



OLIVER
Ha ha very funny.



DYLAN
Well? Maybe the musical stylings of Zac Efron will teach me something.



OLIVER
You don’t need to change how you play. You eat your competition alive.



DYLAN
Why thank you.



OLIVER
But you clearly stumble under the pressure of a final.

If we can fix that … then you can win.
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Oliver

Friends – Band of Skulls

I swung, the strings of my racket meeting the shot in mid-air, directing it over to the other side of the court. Another followed, and I kept the same backhand slice, matching the pace of the ball machine firing on the opposite side.

The Davis Cup in Manchester was due to kick off the next day, and I was burning off some nervous energy with a bit of late-night practice. The rest of the practice courts were empty, the long room only lit up at my court, the rest in darkness.

Just me, the court and a racket.

I tried to stop my mind from straying to thoughts of the first match tomorrow. I knew my competitor well, had played and beaten him before. But even before New York, something felt off in my playing. My attention was too easily distracted.

Focus. Body side on. Move forward. Elbow bent. Wrist firm. Keep the racket high, 90 degrees. And slice. Hit ball. Reset. Repeat. Focus.

Repeating the motion over and over, I tried to commit it to muscle memory. I was between coaches, not yet able to find somebody I worked well with. Every time we sat down to discuss goals, they had these big ideas of Grand Slam finals and how to work on my footwork. Truthfully, they sounded like they had more ambition than I did.

As I returned another ball I heard my phone, the vibration rattling the frames in my bag, splitting my attention. I tried to fight the urge to check it when another shot fired into the side of my body. With a yelp, I looked across the court at the reloading machine. Finding the remote, I paused the barrage of balls before giving into the urge to check.

DYLAN
You up?



A grin broke out across my face, shaking my head at the message before I opened the camera up, snapping a selfie with the court in the background.

DYLAN
My inside-out forehand is off.

Can you help?



I didn’t waste another moment, my finger automatically going to her contact and calling her on FaceTime.

Ring. Ring. Ring.

Maybe I’d been too hasty. Should’ve just texted her back instead. She accepted, her tanned face filling the entire screen, the phone a little too close as her brows pressed together in confusion.

‘I was going to send you a video.’ Dylan pulled the phone away, allowing me to see her from the shoulders up, revealing the oversized green T-shirt she was wearing. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a bun, her cheeks flushed pink from exercise.

‘This is easier,’ I shrugged, sitting down on the bench. ‘Set up your phone and show me what you’re doing.’

Dylan knelt down, placing her phone on the ground. She struggled to prop it up, the phone falling as she swore under her breath. I sat down, taking a sip from my bottle, almost unable to tear my eyes away from her.

She moved back behind the baseline, pressing the button on the remote of her own machine. A couple of balls flew past her before she started moving forward on her left foot, rotating her upper body and shoulders. She loaded the backswing, the racket pulled back, primed and in position to create maximum power, and as the ball arrived at the perfect spot, she swung, brushing the strings up the back of the ball with topspin. She reset, moving over and over again to hit each shot that flew her way.

I analysed each movement: her footwork; the power of her swing; timing, waiting to see the issue she was speaking about. She headed back to the phone, her skin flushed a deeper pink, a light sheen of sweat across her brow.

‘Well?’ she asked, looking unsure.

I paused, trying to understand. ‘Who said there was a problem?’

She sat down on the ground, her exhaustion clear. ‘Brooke’s been on my ass all day about it.’

I paused, considering my reply. ‘I don’t know what to tell you, Dylan. It looked fine to me. Is it your shot selection she had a problem with?’

‘No, it’s this specific movement.’ Her head fell backwards with a groan. ‘We ran drills all day and then she kept hauling me over my positioning, my footwork. I laid in bed for hours trying to understand the movement. I can’t tell you how long I spent in front of the mirror trying to get it the way she kept telling me to do it.’

I tried to pick my words carefully. ‘Did you think there was a problem before?’

She bit her lip, my attention caught on the pull of her teeth. ‘Not really. I think she’s still punishing me for the paperweight.’

It had only been a week since the news broke that Brooke was rejoining Dylan’s team. She’d been whisked away to some German training camp in preparation for the China Open later in the month. I’d seen it work out with other players before, going back to basics with a coach who knew you well. But Brooke had a reputation. She was an effective coach for the right kind of person, but Dylan did not strike me as that kind of person. Especially since the entire tour knew of their past together.

‘It’s going well then?’ I joked lightly, pushing myself up from the bench to begin cleaning up the balls that sat abandoned across the court.

‘She’s always been a hard ass,’ Dylan complained, climbing to her feet, copying me as she cleaned up her own court, dragging the ball basket in her free hand. ‘But I swear it’s like she thinks I’m still a child.’

‘How long did you work with her?’

She sighed so loudly I felt like even without the call, I’d be able to hear it from Manchester. ‘Too long. But she took me pro, taught me a lot. I felt like I owed her.’

‘I understand.’

Even playing singles, it could start to feel like a team sport, especially behind the scenes. At the height of everything, with your coach, trainer, physiotherapist and an agent to tie it all together, it could become a tight-knit group. And while you’re the boss, you don’t exactly feel like one. It can be a good working relationship with the right people, or descend into a circus act with the wrong.

‘But you know you don’t owe anyone anything except respect when you pay them.’

‘Respect went out the window with the paperweight.’

‘I hope you’ve worked on your anger issues since then.’

‘My therapist taught me some breathing exercises.’

I shook my head at her. Maybe while we were at it, we should get her a better therapist, the advice was about as useful as giving her a stress ball.

Dylan grabbed the opportunity to change the subject. ‘How are you feeling about tomorrow?’

I almost winced at the question. ‘It will be fine.’

Her eyebrows pushed up. ‘Glad you’re feeling confident then.’

‘I am confident.’

‘You don’t sound it,’ she said. ‘That, and the fact you are also out on a court in the middle of the night.’

‘I couldn’t sleep.’ I shrugged. ‘Thought I’d tire myself out.’

‘Is it working?’ Her voice rang from the phone, breaking the quiet of the night. I looked around, the courts to my side empty.

‘Well, it might’ve but then I got a booty call.’

Her expression flattened. ‘This was not a booty call.’

‘Sending “You up?” isn’t a booty call to you?’

She shrugged, a sly grin on her lips. ‘I wanted to get your attention.’

We’d been texting ever since the party, but this was the first time we’d FaceTimed – or called for that matter – and now we were, I realized the ease of conversation with her. I was surrounded by friends on the tour, people I’d known for years, but I’d never felt so alone as in these past few months. Now it felt like every time I had a wash of the same loneliness, my phone buzzed, and I’d find Dylan complaining or threatening to steal my trophy early, or anything, as if she could read my mind from across the sea.

‘Certainly did that.’ I smiled before relenting, allowing myself to be a little more honest with her. ‘I feel fine about tomorrow. It’s the match after that, and the one after that, and so on.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Confidence clearly isn’t the issue here.’

I laughed, but barely, growing afraid of what I’d admit, what words would escape me, and I’d realize how much I’d been lying to myself. And for how long. ‘I think I’m feeling burnt out. Like … have you ever wondered what else is out there?’

‘Like aliens?’

‘Like career paths.’

Dylan paused. ‘Does it sound cocky if I say no?’

‘You sound like a tennis pro.’ I wasn’t surprised. For a lot of us, it felt like our parents put a racket in our hands immediately upon our exit from the womb. The choice for this career path was made early, and it was less a decision than a gruelling amount of work, body and mind conditioning, and a level of dedication that bordered upon self-harm. Considering another career path was admitting defeat. And for professional athletes – we don’t adjust well to defeat.

When I looked back at my phone, Dylan’s expression had softened. ‘This is all I’ve ever wanted,’ she admitted. ‘Well, not this exactly, I imagined a couple more trophies, but I have a certain bet that ensures I’ll at least walk away with one this year.’

‘Very funny.’

‘You agreed to it!’

‘Don’t remind me.’

She laughed, the noise breaking the silence. ‘All I do is remind you.’

‘Which is why I’m asking you to stop.’

She ignored my request. ‘While I can’t say I’ve considered what comes next, I have considered doing literally anything else.’

I could relate. When the going got tough, the hard practices, the games you lost despite every best effort, anything seemed better than tennis. But my problem wasn’t the relentless grind. It was that I was finding myself increasingly unmotivated.

‘What keeps you going?’

‘Insanity?’ she laughed. ‘And a certain bet I’m supposed to not mention anymore.’ I watched a smile grow on her lips. ‘I think it’s because as much as defeat is hard, I still love the sport. The struggle isn’t anything new, but exhaustion is, and while I know what might be good for my mental health, stopping feels like stopping a boulder from rolling down a hill.’

‘Impossible,’ I summarized. ‘Until the boulder hits the ground.’

She sighed. ‘Exactly.’

Dylan set her phone down as she stood, shoving her racket away. ‘I’m heading back in. You’re too much of a distraction.’

I smirked, her movement striking me into action, putting my own equipment away. ‘You’re the one who texted me.’

‘And you started this call.’ She shouldered her bag, still holding her phone so I could see her as she made her way back towards her hotel.

‘Like it isn’t the highlight of your entire day,’ I replied, making sure everything around the court was tidied away before turning off the floodlights.

‘Given it’s twenty past midnight, there’s not much to compare it to.’ Shadows covered her face as she walked back to the hotel. I paid extra attention, almost tripping up myself as I watched, making sure she made it back to a better-lit area.

‘Shit,’ I swore, wincing at the reminder of the time. ‘I might actually have been too cocky about the match tomorrow.’

‘You’ll be fine,’ she waved my concerns away. ‘It’s in the afternoon, right?’

My eyebrows pushed up. ‘Been stalking me again, have you?’

She reached the inside of the hotel. ‘I pay attention to all the tournaments.’

‘Likely story,’ I teased as I reached my own hotel, heading straight for the lift. As I waited, my eyes were on the screen, making sure Dylan was safe as she got inside her own lift. It made me smile a little, seeing how in sync we were, no matter the miles.

‘We should do something about that ego of yours, Anderson. Over-inflated doesn’t begin to cover it.’

‘Says the great Dylan Elizabeth Bailey.’

My lift arrived, and I got in, pressing the button to my own room. Dylan was walking down another corridor, I assumed, heading to her room.

‘Okay, I’m the stalker but you know my middle name.’

‘I was doing research for my police report. They need your full name for the restraining order,’ I joked, the lift doors closing behind me. Silently, I prayed the internet didn’t cut out as the machinery jolted into action. I watched the screen, noticed she had paused, the phone at a weird angle. She moved again, going from light to dark, and I realized she had reached her room.

‘Jesus, I chased one man down the street …’ She trailed off, lights turning on around her.

‘Yelling my name, might I add,’ I joked as the lift arrived at my floor.

‘I was trying to get your attention.’ Her voice rang out in the empty hallway. I pulled my key card from my pocket, reaching my bedroom.

‘By alerting every single one of my numerous and rabid fans?’ I dumped my tennis bag by the door before pushing my trainers off my feet. I considered a shower for a brief moment before relenting to the call of the bed.

‘Oh, there’s that ego again.’ When I looked back, she too was lying on her bed, her hair now free from her bun, spiralling out across her white duvet.

I reminded myself I was not interested in anyone, no matter how beautiful they were.

‘You know, nobody has ever accused me of having a massive ego,’ I pointed out. ‘Maybe it’s a personal thing with you.’

‘Maybe I can bring out your competitive side.’ She yawned then, eyes softly closing.

‘You should sleep,’ I reminded her, fighting off my own yawn.

‘We should both sleep.’ Her eyes looked heavy but her words were true, nonetheless. That didn’t mean I fought the need to end the call any less.

I told myself it was because the friendship was new, like a fresh start where there’s no pretence of pretending everything was fine. But really, I felt like more than anyone else I knew, she could understand how I felt.

‘If we don’t talk before your match tomorrow, then good luck!’ she said. ‘Although I’m sure you don’t need it.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, sadness curling up around my edges. I could’ve stayed up all night with her. ‘Goodnight.’ The words tasted so sour.

‘Night.’ She moved to end the call, but instead panic wrapped itself around me as a single thought slammed into me.

‘Wait, Dylan.’ The words fell out of me, my mind going back to the original reason for the call.

‘Yeah?’

I swallowed down my panic, taking another moment to consider my words. ‘Don’t let Brooke …’ I trailed off, trying to get the sentiment right. ‘Don’t let her bully you. If you don’t think there’s anything wrong with the movement, and she can’t give you specifics, don’t let her make you feel awful about it,’ I warned, trying to calculate if I was overstepping.

From what I could see with Dylan and her playing, footwork and game play weren’t the issue. But another person bringing her down, toying with her confidence for fun, it was the last thing she needed.

‘That’s not her job,’ I added, ‘to bring you down. It’s not what she’s supposed to do.’ There was a long silence between us, and when I started to worry I’d made a mistake, she replied.

‘I won’t let her,’ she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. I nodded, having already said everything I’d wanted. ‘Goodnight.’

I barely had my responding ‘night’ out before the line went dead.
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Dylan

The News – Paramore

I didn’t know which maniac had scheduled me in for an interview and photoshoot in the middle of a training camp, but I had their number. Slumping down into the make-up chair, I stared back at my reflection. Fake lashes, make-up, my brown hair curled. I looked like a Barbie doll a toddler had taken a crayon to.

I shouldn’t be here, locked away for an entire morning shooting a cover for a magazine nobody would care about. I needed to be out on the court, practising, running drills, getting ready for the China Open.

‘If you can wrap the interview up in less than thirty minutes, I can schedule some more court time for us to go through your inside-out forehand again.’ Brooke appeared, sitting down on one of the chairs next to me, her phone in hand as she furiously typed away.

Tiredness ached my body at the idea of following up this circus parade with more practice. She’d been running me hard. The practice relentless. And then there were my late-night sessions when sleep didn’t come because I was still trying to perfect the movement she had been torturing me all day with.

‘I’ve got some drills for us to go through and we can sort the bad habits you’ve picked up. You’ve gotten sloppy over the years with your technique,’ Brooke muttered. I squeezed down my retort, reminding myself how hard I’d begged her to work with me again.

Rage boiled up inside me at her words. Instead, I re-focused on the mirror, grabbing the wipes available and furiously removing the make-up from my face, pressing hard against my skin to scrub the mask away.

‘Dylan?’ I turned to find a smiling assistant standing in the doorway. ‘We are ready for the interview if you are.’

Brooke looked up at me, her expression stern. ‘Don’t say anything stupid.’

I could barely contain my eyeroll. ‘Thanks for the reminder.’

The hallway was busy with members of production moving around the equipment from the photoshoot, some of them side-eying me as if they were remembering all the times I had beaten their favourite player on court.

‘You’ll be through here.’ The assistant guided me to a small room, a large glass window revealing the city around us, two sofas sitting opposite each other.

As the door clicked closed behind me, the room’s white walls began to press in on me and my heart began to pound harder in my chest. I felt trapped.

I hated talking to journalists; the way they could take your words and twist them. I sounded enough of a bitch in context; imagine how much worse it was out.

Fame wasn’t why I played. Sometimes, it was like a surprise tax on following a public-facing career.

‘Hi, Dylan,’ another voice flooded the room. I turned to find Rachel Kenrick walking across towards me. I should’ve left when I had the chance. She continued, ‘It’s great to sit down with you. I’m glad the magazine put us together.’

If the devil walked the earth, it wore the skin suit of Rachel Kenrick, sports gossip columnist for the Daily Tea. She’d risen to power in the last few months, out of the burnt wreckage that had been the previous administration of the so-called ‘news outlet’.

They’d chased down celebrities for decades, always digging up some hot scoop paired with a scandalous and blurry photo to go alongside their eye-catching headline. But when they’d been found to be in the pocket of some shady characters, the kick back from the public had been glorious and well deserved. But like most things, the changes were cosmetic. Out with the old administration, in with those they’d been teaching to follow in their footsteps. Like the infamous Hydra, if you cut one head off the Daily Tea, three more appeared. And one of those ugly heads was named Rachel Kenrick.

‘I thought it was someone else doing the interview.’ I sounded dumb, still wondering why Rachel of all people was here.

‘They’re sick and I was asked to step in.’ Her hand reached out towards me. I stared at it, wondering if touching the skin of Satan would leave me with third degree burns. ‘I’m sure it’s all the same questions.’

‘Sure.’ I said the words cautiously, as if even saying a single phrase out of step would land me in hot water.

Don’t say anything stupid, Brooke’s words echoed around my mind. She couldn’t have known … right?

‘Amazing.’ Rachel gestured towards the sofas, perching herself on one. I made my way over, trying to find a way to relax. I fidgeted, crossing and uncrossing my legs, only settling when I made eye contact with Rachel across from me, her beady eyes assessing. She leaned forward, placing her phone on the table between us.

‘Well, congratulations on your run in New York.’ She kept her eyes trained on me. I swallowed, trying to push away my nerves.

‘It was great to be back playing.’

‘It must be,’ she agreed, ‘And then that final? Watching your racket break.’ She made a face, a twisted look of defeat. ‘How did you feel about your playing in that match?’

I searched for the right words to form into an answer. I only managed to come up with three. ‘It was unfortunate.’

‘For it to end so dramatically, and in two sets.’

‘Like I said, unfortunate.’

‘Your confidence must’ve taken a blow?’ What did she want from me? A dissection of my performance? A turn-by-turn analysis? Just be a good girl and answer the damn question.

I pushed down my frustration, smoothing it out like I try to do when things aren’t going my way during a match. This was no different, Rachel was my opponent, and this was the battle for the first set. Except I had no weapon, there was no racket in my hand. I felt defenceless without it.

‘I’ve been concentrating on my game play,’ I replied. ‘I’ve been working with a brand-new team to figure out what’s going on during my matches.’

Rachel nodded, her body shifting backwards. ‘Yes, you’re back with your old coach, Brooke. How is that going?’

I tried to fight the urge to say the words through gritted teeth. ‘It’s going great. It’s good to reunite with an old face. And we’ve been working to bring a new team together, based on my weakness on court.’

‘A very expensive team’ I didn’t add, but if Brooke thought they were necessary, we hired them.

‘There were rumours around that you didn’t have the best of partings.’ Rachel didn’t miss a beat, all but bringing up the paperweight incident. I knew I’d live to regret that, no matter how good it had felt in the moment.

‘Things can get heated, but that doesn’t mean you can’t behave like professionals. Everyone is doing what they think is right for them. Me and Brooke had worked together for a long time, it had felt like it was a good moment to go our own ways.’

Rachel looked happier now she was getting more of an answer from me, her crooked smile relaxing with thought. Every word circled through my head twice before I actually let myself say it, double thinking and anxiously trying to read all the ways they could possibly twist my words.

‘What brought you back together?’ she asked.

I repeated back everything I’d been told, by Imogen, by Brooke, when we sat down to ‘discuss’ my training plan. ‘I think there’s a need to go back to basics. Since Brooke was the one that taught me everything I knew, she felt like the right person to do that with.’

I understood the logic, it made sense and we’d tried everything else. I didn’t have any better ideas.

‘Looking ahead, the China Open,’ Rachel reflected, ‘What is your goal?’

I couldn’t help but scoff. ‘Winning would be nice.’

I almost cringed at the automatic response, but what else was I supposed to say? Oh, taking part is all the reward I need. No. Fuck that. I wanted to win.

‘Of course.’ She took a moment, taking aim, and then without restraint, she launched her first missile. ‘But what is your response to those who say you’ve had plenty of chances at the top? That you’ve yet to fulfil the potential you showed when you first arrived on the scene?’

‘Well, I don’t think there’s a limit to the number of finals somebody can get to. That would be stupid.’ I was dumb enough to let my first reaction escape me without any second thought. I pulled myself together enough to add, ‘And my track record is still impressive.’

‘You do have an impressive track record.’ Rachel’s smirk returned, clearly enjoying getting under my skin. ‘A world record for women’s tennis, actually. How do you feel about that?’

I pushed back, uncertain. It almost felt like a trick. Nobody had mentioned a record before. My eyes narrowed as I dared to ask, ‘What record?’

‘The record for the most grand-slam finals achieved, without being able to claim that top prize.’ Rachel said the words as if it was all a matter of fact, all totally reasonable. As if I should know.

This was my legacy? Losing. My entire life’s work boiled down to being the biggest loser in women’s tennis. I counted over and over in my mind, recalling every painful loss, each scene still living in my head with perfect clarity. The wins, they all blurred together. They mattered at the time, but they burned bright and fast and then it was on to the next match, the next competition. But the losses, they stuck out like a painful blotchy bruise, changing colour and intensity with time, still hurting weeks after the initial injury.

The room around me grew tighter, the air hotter.

‘W-what was the question?’ I mumbled, my mind still rolling through the rest of her words.

Rachel’s lips pursed, as if I was putting her out by getting her to repeat her question. ‘With your goal to win at a Grand Slam, how does the knowledge of having the most runner-up positions in women’s tennis affect that? Does it change your goal?’

There was a vacuum of thought, a low hum playing like background music in my brain, replacing tangible words. I’d been asked similar questions before. How do you recover from this disappointing loss? What steps will you be taking in order to ensure victory next time you play? I always had an answer, a new strategy or point of training. I’d gone through coach after coach, all with their own theories until I’d burned through enough that I’d learned I knew my body better than anyone else.

I’d learned, revised and practised. I hit the gym seven days a week and lived life as half a person without caffeine. I’d dedicated myself to playing, because losing wasn’t supposed to be an option. Losing, like quitting, was a weakness and there was none of that to be found in me.

Except apparently the only thing I was good at was losing.

‘Dylan?’ Rachel repeated, pulling me back into the room, the silence cutting. It was all too much.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, pushing up from my seat. ‘I need to go to the bathroom.’ I headed straight for the door. I didn’t dare to look back at her as I stormed out, almost running into one of those reflective light towers, the technician having to dodge me. I could barely apologize, turning and running down the corridor as rage began to burn me up inside.

The need to kick things. Throw things. Act like a child and scream as loud as I could until my lungs and throat burned. In my desperation to be alone, I hauled open the first door my hand could find and plunged myself into darkness.


[image: ]


8

Dylan

the grudge – Olivia Rodrigo

I didn’t know how long I was hiding in the closet for, the stale taste in the air far more welcome than staying a second longer in that room with Rachel. My anger was a furious beast, wild and untamed. A famously short fuse too easily lit, the rage had served me well plenty of times on court, kept me returning and winning against stronger opponents.

Never count Dylan Bailey out, especially when she got mad. And Rachel … it was like she’d run around threatening me with a tankful of petrol and a lighter. My phone buzzed in my back pocket.

OLIVER
How did the interview go?



DYLAN
I’m hiding in a closet.



OLIVER
???

Like … a literal closet?

Or is this your way of telling me you’re gay bc I thought we covered that already.



DYLAN
No a literal closet full of cleaning shit.



A phone call from Oliver filled my phone screen. My finger hovered over the answer button, trying to decide if I wanted to speak to anyone. But Oliver wasn’t anyone. In the few weeks since I’d met him, he’d managed to place himself near the top of my list of people I seemed to have an infinite social battery for. And considering that list was only a couple of people long, he should consider himself lucky.

I pressed answer, barely able to get a single word out before Oliver blasted into my ear.

‘Can you talk?’ he asked, sounding a little out of breath.

I nodded, though he couldn’t see me. ‘Yeah.’

The low, joking rumble of his voice returned. ‘Is there a reason you’re hiding in a closet? It’s a pretty weird place to host an interview.’

‘The interview was with Rachel Kenrick.’

‘You’re in a closet with Rachel Kenrick? The one from the Daily Tea? Is that typical for her?’ How did he make me want to laugh and scream at the same time?

‘No,’ I said, ‘Rachel is back in the interview room. I’m hiding in a closet because if I stayed in that room with her a second longer, I’d have been arrested for assault.’

Down the phone, I could hear Oliver putting the pieces together. ‘It sounds like the cleaning closet might have been a good shout.’

‘Thanks,’ I said a little bitterly. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m waiting for my physio to arrive.’

‘Ooh,’ I hummed. ‘Time for a relaxing massage.’

‘More like time to writhe in pain under her hands. She’s brutal.’ He earned a laugh from me, a single chuckle escaping me at the image of him being tortured on the massage bed by a physio. The shit they can do to a hamstring should be illegal. I always limp away unsure if I’m supposed to thank or curse them.

‘But think about how much better you’ll feel after,’ I teased.

‘True.’ He still sounded somewhat unconvinced. ‘Did you mean to change the subject?’

‘I’d honestly rather talk about anything else.’

He sighed and I could picture him, his hands running through his hair, tousling the light brown strands. Since when did I start thinking about Oliver’s ‘tousled’ hair?

‘No matter what she said, Dylan, you don’t have to give her an answer. Take control of the interview,’ he insisted.

I wished I believed him, wished I felt any control in that room. But Rachel had a way, a line of questioning that left me feeling weak and defenceless.

I attempted to change the subject again, ‘Congrats on your match today. I saw you won.’

He laughed. ‘Always with the stalking.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘It’s the Davis Cup, it’s a big deal. And besides, I keep tabs on my friends.’

‘It’s official then?’ His voice perked up. ‘Friends! Can we update our Facebook status?’

‘Is that a thing people still do?’ I asked flatly.

‘Instagram official?’

I hummed with indecision before answering, ‘We need a photo together first.’

‘True,’ he said, ‘I’ll see you in Melbourne.’

The reminder of my home slam struck me with a lightning bolt of fear. Would that be number eleven? It was an unwelcome, intrusive thought, Rachel’s voice echoing with her soul-destroying fact. Was this really my legacy? All this work and it led to no slam wins, no glory, no trophy on my shelf?

‘We will have to get a drink,’ Oliver continued. ‘Hopefully you’ll owe me an entire round at the end.’

I let out a heavy breath, the weight of Rachel’s words still hanging around my neck. ‘I guess.’

‘You guess?’ he repeated, ‘I was watching your semi-final, in New York. Dylan, if you play like that in a final, you’ll have no problem bringing home a trophy.’

The hope his words had sparked was reckless, but I couldn’t help it. ‘You think?’

I knew I was fishing for a compliment, for a pep talk. And maybe it was what I needed because if anyone could give me one, it was Oliver.

‘I know. You got this,’ he said the words as if he actually believed them. ‘And you got this interview. Just don’t get violent.’

I fought back a smile. ‘Brooke told me not to say anything stupid before I went in.’

‘That is good advice,’ he said. ‘Just breathe, don’t throw anything.’

‘I don’t need the reminder.’

‘Well, you have a history.’ If he was in the room, I’d stick my tongue out at him. ‘Don’t throw anything, and you’ll be fine.’

‘Thanks,’ was all I managed as I realized how just talking to him had helped dissipate the anger, how much better I felt from one phone call with him.

‘Go get ’em killer.’

I smiled as I said goodbye, knowing if I didn’t go face Rachel now, I might never go back. I took a deep inhale before using the light from my phone to find the handle of the door and leaving the cupboard. I arrived back in the interview refreshed; my back straightened as I tried to remain in that strength the talking to Oliver had given me.

Take control of the interview. I can say no.

Rachel grinned at my return, her beady eyes lighting up with a twisted kind of hunger, like she hadn’t had her fill of me yet.

‘Where were we?’ I asked, refusing to apologize for needing to step out of the room. She leaned across to her phone, continuing the recording before she returned to another question, seemingly moving on.

I somehow managed to keep the rest of my rage under control through the second part of the interview. Despite Rachel’s probing questions about my techniques and training, even going as far to try and dig up some gossip on others around the court. But thankfully, it wasn’t long before Brooke appeared at the door, interrupting Rachel’s line of questioning to let us know time was up.

When we stood to say goodbye, I knew from the look on her face at the end she was already dreaming up some awful headline, maybe even found some dirt for her column, but I’d made it without being escorted out in handcuffs, and that had to be a win.
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Oliver

Figure 8 – Paramore

Anderson vs Roy

Davis Cup, AO Arena, Manchester GB vs Canada

I slumped into the bench, emptying the remainder of my water bottle onto my sun-burnt neck. It wasn’t just the heat that made it feel like I was in hell, it was this match. I’d barely scraped a win in the first set, taking it all the way to a tie break. Then Roy came back and took the second set.

Now in the third, he was on fucking fire, and I was staring down the barrel of having to find my own comeback in this set or face the reality that I could be the reason my team, my country drops out of the Davis Cup in the group stages.

I stared out at the court, trying to rally, to convince myself I could do this. I could take this back, gain control over the situation.

When the break finished, I was still far from certain. But I got to my feet, anyway, found my racket and stopped thinking about it. I pushed all that doubt, all the anxiety aside, and I played fucking tennis.

My serve. I threw the ball in the air and pushed my racket forward. The shot hit the net. The umpire declared a fault and I did it all over again. Second serve. I went through the motions, the very motions ingrained in my body through years of training beginning from when I was four years old. I served again. This time the ball landed in the box.

And then Roy, the asshole, turned to his side, and drop-shotted his return. A DROP SHOT.

The score was 0–15 and I was going to have a breakdown. It was not just that I sucked, but Roy was on fire. He had been outpacing me at every turn since the very first serve.

The rest of the game went as badly as I predicted.

0–30

0–40

15–40

And the game was his, the next serve was his.

He’d barely let me get a point, and if I didn’t fight back soon, the entire match would be his. I found my serving position, catching two balls as they were tossed to me. Taking my time, I peered at the clock under my sweaty brow. I wasn’t done here yet. Right?

I’d never been one to suffer under the pressure. After burning out a few years into my career, I found the best method for me was to take a more relaxed approach. I played the tournaments I felt good for, took a break when I needed to. It wasn’t only about injury, but mental health too. My performances were stronger then, and stepping out for a couple of months didn’t have a very long-lasting effect on my ranking, especially if I did well in the slams.

But in the last year, I’d been playing solidly. I’d stayed with my parents in the off-season and toured relentlessly ever since. Maybe that was the missing spark? But I almost dreaded being away from the court. This was my life, and as hard as it was, I wanted to be here. Then prove it.

I served, the ball landing inside the box. Roy swung his racket back and pelted the shot over the net. I returned, and we rallied across the court. Every movement felt desperate, like I was clawing at this for a single victory. But I needed to win this point. Needed to turn the tide.

Finally, the opportunity appeared, and I didn’t hesitate. Stepping close to the net, I delivered a drop shot into open court and secured the game. I was determined to take this win and keep it going.

15–0

Roy served, and we both chased the ball around the court, Roy trying every trick in the book to trip me up. He was calculating and quick on his feet, but now that my head was back in the match, so was I. I won the point.

30–0

I was terrified to take a single misstep and lose another point to him.

30–15

I had to stay fast, stay agile, keep my feet on this court and this grip on my racket and win. I had to win.

30–30

My heart was hammering in my chest.

30–40

The game was his. Next, the set. And the match.
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Oliver

She Calls Me Back – Noah Kahan

I was bone tired and depressed. A loss like that always left me wiped out.

I’d packed my bags already, wanting to get out of Manchester as soon as possible. Maybe I’d go stay in London, spend some more time with my parents. I picked at my room service order, then climbed into bed, committed to wasting away between the sheets.

When sleep was chased away by returning memories, the match playing over and over in my head, every missed shot, every bad step, I turned to the TV, flicking to find something, anything, to watch.

My phone buzzed, and I ignored it, assuming it was a text, but when it continued vibrating, I gave in, finding Dylan’s caller ID. A text from her was expected. But not a call. Never a call. It was me who called her. Apprehensively, I put the phone on speaker.

‘How is it going, kiddo?’ Her tone was light, playful, but in a way that let me know instantly that she’d seen the result. Seen how awful I’d played.

‘Kiddo?’ I questioned.

‘Would you like a different nickname?’

‘Kiddo might be the best pick.’

‘I personally wouldn’t risk it.’ Her voice warm and comforting, the hug I didn’t know I needed. ‘What are you up to?’

I looked over at the paused screen, an image of the gloomy mountainous Washington wilderness. ‘I was watching a movie.’

‘Which one?’ she asked, ‘I’ll watch it with you.’

I paused, my brain scrabbling for any other film. And coming up blank. I reached for the remote, to find another respectable movie to tell her, but I missed, the remote spinning from reach. I scrambled across the bed. ‘It’s on Netflix.’

‘Yeah, tell me the time mark and I’ll fast forward and watch it with you,’ I heard her say as I stretched, trying to grab the remote.

‘No. It’s fine.’

She didn’t miss a beat. ‘Why aren’t you telling me what film it is?’

‘It’s nothing.’ My fingers found the remote, but it was too late.

‘Oliver … did you answer the phone while watching porn?’

‘No!’ I cried, sitting up straight, panicking. ‘It’s not that.’

‘Then what is it?’ If I didn’t tell her the truth now, she’d think I was some sort of pervert, answering the phone mid-wank. The only way forward was the truth … but at what cost?

‘It’s …’ I stopped, re-evaluating my options, before swallowing my pride. ‘Twilight.’

‘Twilight.’ Her voice was deadpan. ‘Like Bella and Edward?’

‘It was just on,’ I stuttered for any excuse, any reason to give her other than the truth. I loved this fucking film.

‘You said Netflix,’ she chuckled. ‘You had to choose it.’

I paused, stuck for better excuses. ‘It was the first thing that came up.’

‘Likely story, vampire boy.’

‘I’m really more Jacob.’

A loud cackle. ‘Jacob? Like the dude that imprinted on a newborn baby?’

‘There are extenuating circumstances,’ I tried to defend. Tried, and failed.

Jacob, you’re on your own mate.

‘The “you named my daughter after the Loch Ness monster” guy?’ I could see the hole I’d dug widening by the second.

‘It was Bella that said that line,’ I corrected, but I was cut off by another sound of unhinged glee. She was enjoying this far too much.

‘Ha! You do like those films!’

‘It’s a classic!’ I relented, already regretting picking up the phone.

‘It’s certainly something,’ she said. ‘What’s your time mark?’

I glanced at the screen. ‘Fifteen thirteen.’

A few moments of silence, before she finally replied, ‘Okay, press play on my mark.’

We counted down, pressing play at the same time, confirmed by the echoing music I could hear on her side of the call.

‘Do you need me to catch you up on the first fifteen minutes?’ I offered.

‘No,’ she replied, ‘I’ve seen this film before. You know in the year of our lord Kristen Stewart, watching Twilight isn’t uncool anymore.’

‘Then why did you make fun of me?’

‘Because you were embarrassed, vampire boy,’ she teased, ‘And it’s fun.’

I settled in, put the phone on speaker and asked, ‘How did your day go?’

She sighed. ‘It was fine. Brooke arranged another test match. She wasn’t happy that it went as far as the third set. I could’ve taken the second had I been a little smarter, but I got cocky.’

‘Is that her words?’

‘Yeah, but …’ Dylan trailed off, ‘She wasn’t wrong. I got too comfortable, lazy.’

I wished I’d been there to see it. I’d been rewatching her old matches when I had the mental capacity, keeping notes on her plays, learning her style. It was aggressive and strong; it wasn’t like her to back off on the court. Dylan Bailey was known for being relentless. That was until she got to a final. There, it hurt to watch her fall apart.

‘You still won though. Take the win.’

‘I certainly did.’ Her voice was warm like honey, her Australian accent singing through on every vowel. The line went quiet, the conversation dying. I couldn’t be sure if she was caught up in the film, but it was like I could sense her indecision down the phone.

I heard the silent question loud and clear: how are you really doing? I’d been there a hundred times, when you’ve done well, and a friend has lost. It can be awkward.

‘I’m okay,’ I said to her, ‘Or at least I will be tomorrow.’

‘It was a rough match,’ she comforted me. ‘You played well.’

I let out a pained laugh. ‘I didn’t. But thanks.’

I heard her swallow on the other end, and I wondered what she wasn’t saying. Instead, all she asked was, ‘Where are you heading next?’

I was thankful for the change in conversation, not wanting to linger on the loss any longer.

‘I think I’m going to hang around London for a bit,’ I said. ‘Take a break, practise a little –’

She cut me off. ‘Have a Twilight marathon.’

‘Very funny.’

‘Is it just the movies or are you into the books too?’ she asked, obviously trying to get another dig in.

‘Never had time to get around to the books.’ I began to wonder if I’d ever be able to escape her teasing.

‘That sounds like a good plan anyway,’ she agreed.

I relaxed into the cushions, my attention barely on the film. ‘How are you feeling about it? China must be creeping up.’

‘Um …’ She trailed off.

I frowned, refusing to accept this level of self-doubt. ‘Come on, you did well in New York. You’re at your fancy training camp with that very expensive team Brooke assembled for you.’

‘I know.’

‘It’s like The Avengers,’ I said. ‘Where’s the confidence?’

‘I mean,’ her voice was quieter, tinged with an emotion I couldn’t place, ‘you saw the article.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘I don’t think we should take anything that Rachel Kenrick says as gospel.’

The article was a piece of shit, typical of the Daily Tea. I wasn’t even sure who on her team would agree to that kind of interview. But that didn’t mean I hadn’t heard chatter around the courts about it, everyone pulling quotes, talking about the record. I had kept to myself, disengaging whenever anyone brought it up.

‘I know, but it’s still hard,’ she admitted. There was something about Dylan, our calls and texts. I was different around her, and when she opened up like this, I felt convinced it went both ways. This connection, despite all the distance.

‘The only person you need to focus on right now is yourself,’ I said, trying to bring her back from that self-doubt. Stay too long in it, and it will start to eat you up. ‘You’ve got so much talent. Believe in it.’

She sighed again; the noise was heavy. I knew she heard me, but whether the words would have any effect, only time would tell.

‘Sometimes I think you are the only person who doesn’t give me unsolicited advice,’ she admitted. A small spark of joy lit up inside of me, glad I could do that for her. It was easy to give opinions, especially to others playing tennis, but it didn’t mean that’s what they needed, or needed to hear. Sometimes, we needed to vent.

‘Oh, I mean I have a few pieces if you want them,’ I joked, a low grumble of a laugh following my words.

‘Gee, thanks.’

‘But that’s not why we are friends,’ I said, ‘or why we talk.’

‘Why do we talk?’ she pondered.

I shook my head, somehow still with a grin on my lips. ‘I think you want to keep tabs on me for the bet.’

‘Absolutely.’ She lit up, and I could hear her smile in her voice. ‘I’m not letting that go.’

‘But also, I like talking to you.’ I didn’t realize what I’d admitted until the words were out, too late to correct.

I like talking to you? I sounded like an idiot.

‘Of course, I’m a delight,’ she joked, relief overwhelming my small embarrassment.

I hummed, unable to stop myself, ‘A delight is not how many people would describe you, Dylan.’

She made a sound of horror. ‘And how would you describe me then?’

‘A terror.’ I didn’t even have to think about the correct words. I’ve heard about her before. Dylan Bailey, a terror on court. She was a thrill to watch, a nightmare to play.

‘I can’t argue. That does feel more likely,’ she laughed. ‘I like talking to you too. It’s lonely being out on the road.’

I thought back to our first meeting, the hotel bar, a few drinks in us both. She’d mentioned her family then, how much she missed them.

‘You must be counting down the days to Melbourne.’

Her response was immediate, like it was an impulse she couldn’t control. ‘Yes. I miss it. It’s a cliché but there’s nowhere like home.’

I let her words sit, feeling them too hard myself. And even though I’d be back tomorrow, I had this feeling like it wouldn’t cure the homesickness, like London wasn’t the answer I needed.

She continued, ‘It’s bittersweet. The closer it gets, the faster it seems to go. And the few weeks at home get taken up with tennis and competition. Before I know it, it’s time to leave and it barely feels like I’ve been home at all.’

I could feel her sadness, her disappointment seeping into my own bones. I swallowed away the lump in my throat. ‘You don’t ever take a break?’

A sharp laugh rang out. ‘Do you take a break?’

‘I mean … I’m overdue one,’ I admitted. ‘But yes. It helps.’

Another breathy laugh followed, and I could imagine her shaking her head, not truly believing that anyone took time away. ‘I wonder what Brooke would have to say about that.’

‘You’re the boss here,’ I reminded. ‘And if it means you come back stronger, what is she going to say about it?’

It could start to feel that way with some more controlling coaches. They tell us what to do, how to train, what to eat. It’s good to be reminded that we should be the ones calling the shots that matter. That we can say no.

‘I don’t think now is the time to ask for a break.’

I tried to stop myself, tried to remember the boundary we had, the very thing she had said she enjoyed about our friendship. But everything she was expressing; I couldn’t help it.

‘Honestly, Dylan, is it working out with her?’ My question a little sharper than I mean it to be, an overwhelming worry for her overtaking my self-control.

‘It’s fine,’ she gritted out the words. ‘I’m getting used to her coaching style. I’ve burned through a lot recently and I’m trying to stick this one out. See if it helps.’

I took a deep breath, hearing her words. And if that was what she wanted, to carry on, if that’s what she needed, then fine. She’d heard me and had a perfectly reasonable explanation.

‘I understand,’ I said calmly, ‘I don’t want to see you hurt. Or burnt out.’

‘I know.’ The call turned quiet, the tension holding out a few moments longer before she broke it with a joke. ‘But don’t worry. I’m famously difficult to coach.’

I forced a laugh. ‘I’ve heard.’

‘I should work on my reputation courtside,’ she said, ‘It sounds terrible.’

I thought about how to perfectly encapsulate her, more than a terror. What the right description for her truly was. There were a lot of words thrown about, some worse than others. But they all had the same idea behind them, the same intention.

‘They’re all afraid of you.’ There was a good reason she usually made it to the final; she was relentless on court. Nobody looked forward to their match against her.

‘You know what,’ she said. ‘I like that. Let’s keep it that way.’

I could see the smile on her face in my mind’s eye, knowing she would revel in that nugget of information. Whether it was new to her, I was unsure. But she didn’t seem to mind one bit.

‘Now stop talking,’ she added. ‘Daddy Charlie is on screen.’

And somehow, despite the loss and exhaustion and failure of the match today, I forgot all about it. Forgot to be sad. Not while we stayed on the phone for the entire film, not when she stopped making her little comments about the hot vampires, not when I realized she had fallen asleep on the other side, her soft snores sounding through the speaker.

And not when I smiled, thought of her safely tucked in bed, and said my good night, before ending the call, sleep finding me quickly.

I woke up, bolt upright, a hot sweat on my brow. My fingers gripped the thin bed sheet, my lungs struggling to take in a deep breath.

Closing my eyes, I could still see the dream clearly. Soft brunette hair, spread out across a silk pillowcase. Pink lips, puffy from kissing. Skin so soft under my touch. Long, strong legs that wrapped over my shoulders, around my neck, spreading for me, and pulling my tongue against her.

Could I still taste her on my tongue?

It had felt like she’d been real. Too real, if the unbearable hardness between my legs was anything to go by. My bed was unmade, sheets tangled up in my legs as if I’d been grinding myself into the mattress thinking of her. Dylan.

Pushing myself from the bed to sit to the side, I wiped at my forehead, skin still hot to the touch. Every moment I closed my eyes, I still saw her, as if the image had burnt itself into the back of my eyelids.

Where had this come from?

Dylan was beautiful, there was no denying that. And we had a relationship, but it was a friendship, I’d insisted. But that didn’t lessen the way I felt about her, the clear connection between us. Very quickly our friendship had become something I was so accustomed to, almost not a single hour going past without at least a text to her.

But dreaming of her? Like this? I struggled with it, feeling unsure despite having little control over the matter.

Pushing up, I resigned myself to a shower, the water ice cold as I tried to wash the thoughts of Dylan away.

But as the water pelted at my back, my body shivering under the temperature, I was still left with the memories of the dream, and a want for somebody I shouldn’t have.
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Oliver

Matilda – Harry Styles

I stared down at the embarrassing number of messages I’d sent Dylan over the past week, feeling increasingly unhinged as I fought the urge to send another.

We’d been talking more than ever since I arrived in London. She had flown to China in preparation for her competition there; her time zone was eight hours ahead of mine, but I made it work. Talking to her during her breakfast, while it was the middle of the night with me, or getting her download of her full day while I ate lunch.

The dreams hadn’t stopped. Neither had the cold showers.

At the sound of the private apartment buzzer, I headed towards the door. The concierge had already alerted me to Jon’s arrival, having done his job to confirm he wasn’t press or an overzealous fan trying to get past security. I’d opted to find my own accommodation rather than staying with my parents, needing my own space. Their house had never been my own, and even one night there left me feeling increasingly disconnected.

How was it possible to be homesick in your home city?

I opened the door, greeting Jon.

‘Hey, good to see you!’ I said, thankful for a friendly face. I’d been going a little stir crazy without a friend around. When I’d heard that Jon was in town this week, I jumped at the chance to get him over to the apartment. He’d be away in China soon, joining his player Scottie for the Open there. The same tournament as Dylan.

‘How’s it going?’ he asked, stepping inside.

‘Oh, fine.’ I led him into the kitchen, Jon making himself comfortable at the counter. ‘I’ve just been running drills, getting a few practice sets in with hitters to prepare. Coffee?’ I offered.

‘Yes, please,’ he nodded and I turned, opening the cupboards to try and find the mugs. Even after a few weeks, I still wasn’t used to the setup of the kitchen. Jon eyed me suspiciously from where he was perched on a stool at the breakfast bar. ‘Are you still having that problem with your topspin?’

I looked over at him, my brows furrowed. ‘What problem with my topspin?’

He grinned. ‘That’s what I like to hear from my biggest competition.’

I shook my head at him, pouring out two cups of coffee. ‘You’re trying to get in my head.’

‘Is it working?’ I laughed him off, secretly making a mental note to take a look at that movement on court, in case he was being genuine.

Jon took a sip of his coffee, his face scrunching up as he drank. ‘Decaf?’

‘Only the best for my company,’ I grinned, taking a sip. That, and it was already in the apartment when I got here.

‘Have you started thinking about what you want to do next?’

I leaned backwards against the kitchen counter. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean this with no offence, Oliver.’ He paused. ‘But … you’re not playing with that heart. It would be fine if you were injured, but as far as I know, you’re fit.’

‘I made a final not that long ago,’ I pointed out.

‘I know,’ he nodded. ‘And you played well. But you still didn’t have that spark, the thing that made you the player I’ve watched beat my own.’

I tilted my head forward. ‘That’s because I’m better than Nico.’

Jon grimaced. ‘Tell that to his gold medals.’

‘Who needs ’em?’ I waved him off. The Greek American giant had two to his name and given the chance, loved to show them off. ‘And why do you care?’ I asked. ‘Again, how do I know you’re not here to take out the competition.’

He shrugged gently. ‘I don’t have a player in competition with you anymore. And besides, I thought we were friends.’

Cautiously, I decided to believe him. We’d been friends off-court for years, and with Nico retired, Jon only coached Scottie now.

Jon leaned forward, his coffee forgotten. ‘Do you have goals?’

His question shouldn’t leave me so … struck. Ask any athlete and they would all have something they were working towards. A very clear goal. We had to have one, to work this hard, to stick to the goddamn diet and get up at 5 am every morning to make sure we could fit two gym sessions in a single day. But recently, I’d been bouncing around competition to competition, just happy to be there. It had to be enough for the goal to show up and try to win … right?

Jon continued as if he could read my goddamn mind. ‘Real goals that are more like, do you want to win a specific Grand Slam? Get your career slam? Get to a number one ranking? Even work towards a specific brand partnership? Design a goddamn trainer?’

His suggestions were great. All reasonable next steps in my career. None of them sparked joy or made those early-morning wake-up calls any easier. None made the pain in my hips feel ‘worthwhile’.

I rubbed the back of my neck uncomfortably. ‘I’m … I’m not sure.’

‘What gets you excited about tennis?’ Jon asked. I tried to consider my answer. There was a lot I liked about it. I was good and had always done reasonably well. The money was nice too. The power on court had been a thrill, playing my opponent down for that win incredibly warming. But recently … none of it was new. None of it was special.

‘I liked the passion,’ I admitted, finding the right word to encompass how I felt. And then came the hard part. ‘But I’m not sure I have that for my own career anymore.’

I’d known this was coming for months, and had been feeling that ache for a while. But putting it into words and telling another person, it felt final, a little too real.

‘What about others?’ Jon proposed, an eyebrow arched.

‘Coaching?’ He nodded, and I tried to consider the idea. I’d never thought about it as a next step.

‘Those who can’t do …’ Jon teased.

‘I mean, I can do,’ I pointed out flatly. ‘I’ve won before.’

‘It’s not just that anymore,’ Jon argued. ‘Maybe you aren’t invested in your own journey anymore because you’ve already done it. Some people are satisfied with what they’ve managed to accomplish, and then the grind of being a professional athlete is too much. They start to miss cheeseburgers.’

‘I’m more of a burrito guy,’ I retorted, trying to ignore how much his words rang true, how similar they sounded to how I felt. I’d never considered when I’d feel done, when I’d be ready to move on. Maybe the alarm had been ringing for a while now, and I’d kept hitting snooze.

‘Potato potahto.’ Jon waved me away. ‘Look at Nico. He knows he can’t keep going at the same level; his goals have changed.’

I crossed my arms. ‘Yeah, and they are named Scottie Sinclair.’

‘Don’t get me started on those two dramatic love birds.’ Jon shook his head. ‘Oh, I’m going to go play doubles with my girlfriend,’ he mimicked in a high-pitched voice.

I grinned wildly. ‘Wasn’t it your idea to put them together?’

A goofy smile grew across his face. ‘Yeah, I’m considering adding a matchmaker service to my coaching.’

I let out a heavy breath. ‘I … I don’t think I’ve considered coaching properly.’

Jon eyed me. ‘I think you’d do well. I bet you have a note of advice you’d give people if they ever asked.’

My cheeks almost burned at the accuracy of his words, my own phone burning a hole in my front pocket, the list with Dylan’s name at the top, and many, many suggestions listed underneath.

‘Who do you work for? The NSA? MI5?’

He grinned knowingly. ‘I’m good at reading people. Means I make a good coach.’

‘And career advisor apparently.’ I drained my mug of coffee.

‘Give it some thought,’ he advised. ‘See how you feel during your next competition.’

A silence fell as I thought on his words. Coaching? Was it really for me? I had no experience, outside of being coached for many years, and many more years of practical experience playing tennis.

‘I don’t play the same?’ I asked,

Jon crossed his arms. ‘Do you feel the same?’

‘I guess not.’ As I heard the words back, my life over the past year came into view. The divorce, the endless travelling, the missed finals and … her.

Clearing my throat, I added, ‘No, actually, I don’t think I have for a while now.’

‘Sometimes we don’t realize we need a change until it smacks us in the face.’

‘How do I know you’re not trying to get me to retire so I can stop beating your players?’

‘You don’t,’ he laughed. ‘But trust me, right now, they’d beat you no problem.’

‘Overconfident as always, Jon.’ I shook my head. Pausing again, I thought through his words, his advice. Something about it felt like it fit. Could I really see myself coaching? I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t exactly imagined myself on the other side of the net, guiding someone else’s playing instead of focusing on my own. ‘Is it Beijing you’re off to next? For the China Open.’

‘Yeah, Scottie and Nico are already out there with the rest of her team. I had some family business here.’ He nodded, looking a little suspicious.

‘I might have a favour to ask …’ I trailed off.

He smiled, looking down at the dark liquid in his mug. ‘If you provide better coffee, then I’ll hear you out.’

I hummed in agreement. ‘Coffee shop on the corner?’

‘Absolutely.’
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Dylan

Sober – Lorde

I had always hated these things. Looking around at the packed ballroom, the gala in full swing. Everyone around was dressed up in black tie, brand reps practically crawling all over the place. That was the only reason Brooke had allowed me to attend, a certain amount of PR built into our contracts with sponsors.

‘Dylan?’ Inés pulled my attention back. ‘You okay there? You zoned out.’

I forced a smile. ‘I’m fine. Just seeing if I recognize anyone.’

‘It’s a room full of tennis pros,’ she smirked. ‘Chances are there’s a few familiar faces.’

I took a sip of my champagne. She wasn’t wrong; it was impossible to so much as turn around without bumping into somebody I knew.

But none of them would be him.

We were five thousand miles apart, Oliver tucked away in London. I pulled my phone out, glancing at the empty home screen. He hadn’t replied to my messages today, usually answering no matter the hour. It was stupid, how hard I felt his absence.

Trying to push away the thoughts and make conversation instead, I turned back to Inés. ‘How are you feeling about your first match?’

She waved me away. ‘My opponent is barely in the top 200. I’ll be done in an hour.’

Beside her, her doubles partner Henrik grinned, pulling her close with his arm around her shoulder, ‘That’s my girl.’

She wriggled out of his grasp. ‘I am not your girl anymore, remember?’

Henrik placed a hand on his chest, looking over at her with a look of fake shock. ‘It’s only been a few dates and already you think I’ve abandoned you.’

‘Showing up late to morning practice,’ Inés pressed. ‘Practically swaggering in.’

‘Wait, who are we talking about?’ I asked. I’d been away with the camp and training Brooke had demanded. I’d hoped I’d come back feeling brand new, refreshed and ready for the China Open. Instead, weeks with Brooke had only left me feeling off-balance. The remaining confidence that I had in my playing somewhat eroded.

Inés turned towards me, her black hair pulled back off her face. ‘You know Chloe?’

‘Chloe Murphy?’ I clarified, Inés nodding in answer. My mouth opening a little, I turned to Henrick. ‘You’re dating her?’

‘It’s casual,’ he dismissed me. I thought of the younger American. She’d played a couple of us so far, usually with middling success but she’d made it as far as the semis in New York, an impressive run for her.

‘Casual?’ Inés practically laughed. ‘Have you ever known him to speak about anyone he’s dating?’

I wondered why Inés cared so much. What did it matter if he was seeing somebody?

Henrik only rolled his eyes, ‘Just because I’ve decided that casual tour hook-ups are getting really old.’

‘What is that supposed to mean?’ she questioned. I could tell he’d taken a step too far, and judging from the change in his expression, he’d realized it too. Inés had never been the type to date, always single and up until now, so had Henrik.

‘Well …’ Henrik trailed off, and I took his panicked expression as a cue to make a quick exit.

‘I’ll be right back,’ I said, raising the glass. ‘Does anyone need a refill?’

They both shook their heads, Inés refusing to look away from her doubles partner until he answered her question correctly. I turned, heading towards the bar.

The relief was temporary, the bar staff far too efficient with their service, and sooner than I would’ve liked, there was a full glass of fizz in my hand and I was faced with the decision of returning to the duo or having to bear anyone else in this room.

I pulled out my phone again, fully aware of how stupidly desperate I was becoming, and hating how my heart sank into my stomach when no new notifications came up.

Scanning the crowd, I searched for a distraction, finally catching sight of Scottie in the crowd, waving wildly towards me. Swallowing down the urge to just leave the gala completely, I forced myself to leave the bar, heading towards Scottie and Nico, who stood beside her. Her blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders, covering part of the pink dress she was wearing. As always, she looked gorgeous.

‘Dylan! It’s good to see you back on the tour!’ Scottie crushed me with a big hug, my hand barely holding onto the full champagne flute. When she released me, her grin hadn’t faltered even slightly. ‘How was the camp?’

‘Fine,’ I lied. ‘Good to be back.’

Beside her, Nico nodded, his silent grumpy approval making my shoulders relax slightly. We’d had a past, Scottie and I, and because of that, things between Nico and I had been slightly strained. He was protective of her, something I hadn’t understood until recently.

Scottie’s hand landed on my arm, almost turning me around to our left. ‘Have you been introduced to Oliver? He’s tagging along with Jon to help with coaching.’

My stomach plummeted, the room shifting on its axis as my eyes landed on the all-too-familiar face. I’d seen him last through a screen a few days ago, a selfie he’d sent to me, a cup of coffee lifted to his mouth.

He was supposed to be in London. But now he was here. Here. In Beijing. Oliver Anderson’s eyes landed on me, and the world came to a full stop. And with a flash of that sunshine smile, the one I’d found myself daydreaming of, something fundamental inside of me changed forever.

The words fell out of me. ‘What are you doing here?’

His smile didn’t falter, despite my shock; my brain was still trying to process the fact that he was here, in this room, standing in front of me. I tried to wash away the dryness in my mouth with a big sip of champagne, my entire body flushed at the sight of him.

When we’d first met, he’d been dressed in a casual shirt, and he’d looked good. But now, in a tailored three-piece suit that seemed to highlight the line of his strong body, I had to remind myself again that we were definitely, absolutely, firmly in the friend zone.

‘I came to see the competition,’ he answered easily, as if it was a reasonable excuse. I stared at him, my jaw slack, an unsaid follow-up question playing in my head.

Did you come to see me?

Instead, I said, ‘I thought you were going to rest for a bit?’

‘I got bored,’ Oliver shrugged, the smile across his lips turning cheeky.

‘You caught a ten-hour flight because you were bored?’ I snipped, suddenly feeling overwhelmed, the room too hot, the green silk of my dress too tight across my chest, my brain forgetting how to breathe whenever I looked at him.

What did a full breath feel like?

From the side of us, I heard Nico grumbling, ‘We’re going to go somewhere else.’

‘No, we are not,’ Scottie whispered back, her hands clutching at his arm to keep him in place.

Nico leaned close to her. ‘We can go find a closet,’ he said.

Whatever it had meant, judging from the sly smirk that spread across Scottie’s face and the way she dragged him away without another word, I was better off being left in the dark. Knowing them, it was probably kinky.

‘Are you happy to see me or not?’ Oliver’s smile faltered, losing its glow. ‘Because I’m sure there’s still one plane back to Heathrow. It might not be too late to go back –’

‘No, don’t.’ The words left me involuntarily, my body following suit, stepping forward as my hand stretched out, catching on his arm, gripping so tightly as if I was truly afraid he would leave. ‘I-I just can’t believe you are here.’

His eyes caught mine, something buzzing in the air. Where had all the distance between us suddenly disappeared to? The thousands of miles had shrunk into mere inches, and I was all too aware that I was close enough to smell the same woodsy aftershave he’d worn in New York.

‘I wanted to surprise you,’ he admitted.

‘You did.’ My tone was still sharp as I tried to feel myself around this situation. I had so many questions, but the room was so loud, impossible for anything more than small talk.

‘Clearly.’ And as if he read my mind, Oliver suggested, ‘Can we go outside and talk? It’s loud in here.’

‘Yes, um …’ I looked around, spotting a balcony. ‘Follow me.’ My hand slid into his, the shock of the simple contact overwhelming.

We reached the edge of the room, a large glass window opening up to the Beijing skyline, the evening sky bright orange with the sunset, a rooftop garden before it. I opened the door, allowing him out ahead of me, before following.

Immediately, the volume dropped to only the noise of the city around us. Even with the humid air, it still felt better than being in the ballroom. Walking slowly, I allowed some distance between us, giving myself some time to mentally catch up with what had happened.

He was here. I wasn’t sure if I was happy at the sight of him or … or if seeing him again had made me realize how different things were between us. Last time, he’d been nothing more than a stranger. This time, I almost struggled to place what he was to me. We were friends, but did friends text every waking hour of each day? Did they think about the other as often as I thought about him? Did they notice how good his ass looked in those trousers?

We walked further along the balcony, the path lined with boxes of green bushes, pink flowers on them. A wind blew softly at my dress, tendrils of my hair blowing in the soft wind, forcing me to push it back behind my ears.

I had this feeling, like he hadn’t told me the entire truth of why he was here. Bored? Coming to see the competition? Oliver reached the end of the balcony, his hands gripping at the glass. I took in his perfectly sculpted face, his brown hair disturbed by the breeze.

‘Oliver,’ I pulled his attention across to me. ‘What are you really doing here?’

‘I told you, I came for the competition,’ he repeated, but something in his expression, his wavering gaze, caused a small tug in my gut, as if I wasn’t quite sure if I trusted him completely.

My eyes narrowed. ‘Does that mean you are competing? Why didn’t you tell me before you left?’

Oliver shook his head once. ‘I’m not competing.’

‘Why not?’ I searched his face for an answer. He had said he wanted to lie low for a while, regroup back home in London. Last time I checked, London was not anywhere near Beijing.

‘I don’t want to.’

‘So, what was the ten-hour flight was for?’

He lifted his palms, waving them in jazz hands as he weakly replied, ‘Surprise?’

Biting my lip, I fought the small laugh, instead shaking it away.

‘Oliver.’ Saying his name, and having him look over at me … it felt like such a strange moment. His presence through a phone screen had been enough, but now in person, I felt helplessly swept up in his orbit, as if my body moved closer to him of its own accord. ‘Can you tell me the truth?’

He swallowed, his thick Adam’s apple moving, my gaze caught on the motion. His hand moved from the rail, pushing back through his hair. ‘I’ve been thinking, for a while, about taking a break from playing.’ I nodded, seeing how this piece of information fitted perfectly into our conversations. ‘And Jon suggested I’d make a good coach.’

‘Coaching?’ I blinked, ‘Is that something you think you’d want to do?’

‘Maybe …’ He trailed off, his body straightening as he found his confidence. ‘Yes. I think I’d be good at it.’

Oliver had been a great player, winning the US Open as recently as just over a year ago. It was a huge feat, and to retire from playing so soon after … he could still have another win in him, potentially more. But with everyone talking about my potential, I knew how exhausting that was to hear. And more than that, if he didn’t think his heart was in playing anymore, if he was exhausted by it, like he’d been telling me, maybe this was a good move.

‘I could see that,’ I said, thinking of all the advice he’d given me, the reassurance and positivity. ‘You could do really well as a coach.’

His expression broke into a small smile. ‘I thought I’d come along, stick with Jon and Scottie, see how they work together. Get a sense of the women’s competition.’

‘Why didn’t you just tell me?’

‘I’m … I wanted to see how you were.’ He shrugged, his gaze tearing from mine. ‘Truthfully, I’ve been worried.’

‘Worried?’

‘Brooke, the things you’ve been saying …’ he began to list, but I cut him off.

‘I’ve been complaining to you, Oliver. I make jokes.’

‘Honestly, has any of it been a lie? A stretch of the truth?’ he asked.

I didn’t answer him, I couldn’t. As much as I’d been venting to him, getting how I’d been feeling during my training off my chest, I had been honest.

‘Why are you still working with her?’ he added on an exasperated breath. ‘Like, come on, it’s not supposed to be this hard.’

The answer to this came easily to me. ‘I promised Imogen.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘Foster? God, you Australians.’

I managed a weak smile, ‘We stick together.’

‘Do your reunions have BBQs or something?’

‘The snags are insane.’

‘What’s it going to take, huh?’

‘For what?’

He inhaled deeply, clearly apprehensive as he searched for the right words. ‘For you to realize Brooke isn’t going to help you.’

‘And what, you are?’ The words escaped me before I could stop them. I shook my head. I’d burned through too many coaches in my career to know that I needed to give Brooke more time. ‘I need to see it through.’

‘Yeah, but to what end?’ he said. ‘Everything you tell me about her, it’s a red flag.’

I bit my lip again, and I couldn’t help but notice how his eyes latched onto the movement, my breath hitching slightly at the realization. I found my words, his eyes matching mine again. ‘This is my chance to prove to everyone I can do this. I got to the finals in Wimbledon and New York, and I’ve always played better on hard courts. I could win this.’

His next words felt like a bucket of ice-cold water thrown over me.

‘You could also lose.’ My shoulders straightened as I managed a step back from him, the distance between us tearing open again, like a barely healed wound being cut at. He continued, ‘She could give you more shitty advice and you could lose again.’

My shaky palms ran down the soft silk material of my dress, soothing my rising nerves. ‘I need to see this through, Oliver. If I can’t win here …’ I trailed off, losing my nerve. ‘I’ve been playing for so long, and I am running out of options here. If I can’t do this, if I can’t even win here, I don’t know if I’ll make it to Melbourne. I’m exhausted and this pressure, it’s unbearable.’

I waited for him to bring up the bet, to tell me that I couldn’t quit because I’d owe him a stupid round of drinks. Waited for him to tell me that I was being an idiot, and that I was wasting more of my potential.

Instead, he surprised me with his arms wrapping around my shoulders, my body pulled into his. The instinct to fight the sudden embrace was fleeting and instead I easily relaxed. As if I’d been starved of human touch, as if he knew exactly what I needed at that moment.

‘You know I believe you can do this, right?’ He pulled back from the hug, his head slightly hung. ‘I’m sorry for saying that.’

‘I know,’ I nodded. ‘I just … I feel like if I don’t see this through, the competition, working with her, all of it … it’s like the last possible thing I could do to win.’

‘This is not your last chance, Dylan,’ Oliver pressed. I heard his words, knew how he truly believed what he said. But the words didn’t ring true to me, not anymore.

‘I think I need it to be.’ I resolved, finally finding the words to match the feeling that had been growing for a while. ‘If I have to keep going, running on empty, I’m going to lose my mind trying to win. I want to be done with the sport long before it’s done with me.’

‘That’s how I feel,’ he admitted. ‘But I think I’m already there.’

‘I’m proud of you.’ I looked at him, the setting sun making his skin glow in the beautiful light. His strong features had never looked so soft. ‘For knowing when to pivot. Some of us like to cling on for as long as we can. It takes a lot of strength to acknowledge when it’s time to do something different.’

‘Thank you.’ His voice sounded a little choked up as his hand stretched out and found mine again. I tried to ignore the comfort at the touch of his palms, pushed away at the feeling of his hand wrapped around mine. ‘That means a lot.’

I smiled back at him, grateful no matter what for his friendship. We stood there, watching the sunset on the vast city around us, the sky turning pastel hues of orange and peach as the sun disappeared.

Glancing back, I tried once again to take him in. For weeks I’d only known his voice through a phone. Now, seeing him again, the weeks apart made it clear how much our friendship had grown since that first time he’d spoken to me at the party.

Clearly, our relationship was not the same. And without either of us knowing it, everything was about to change.

OLIVER
Good luck on your match today!



DYLAN
Thanks! Who are you watching?



OLIVER
You of course!



DYLAN
THAT LAST SHOT!!



OLIVER
That’s a tournament highlight for sure!



DYLAN
Thanks! I was a little proud of that one.



OLIVER
Did she cry?



DYLAN
I felt bad …



OLIVER
I’m not sure I believe you.



DYLAN
Want to celebrate?



OLIVER
What did you have in mind?



DYLAN
They added 13 going on 30 on Netflix.



OLIVER
I didn’t take you for a romcom girl.



DYLAN
Didn’t take you for a vampire boy either.



OLIVER
I’m never going to live that down, am I?



DYLAN
NEVER!

(call: 04:20:05)
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Oliver

Eyes on Fire – Blue Foundation

The tournament moved fast, and the first week flew by. I watched as many competitions as I could, taking notes on each player’s gameplay as if I was studying for my own competition. I’d watched a couple of men’s matches too, but my focus had definitely been on the women’s tournament.

I’d always been a fan, of course. But the competition there felt more exciting to me, and with Jon and Scottie being nice enough to let me to sit in on their coaching sessions, I could really start to understand what went into the coaching side of things, rather than the players.

Jon had been right. I didn’t have the heart anymore for playing. I knew how it felt to enjoy triumph, the fist pump at the securing of the final point, the rush of joy, the addiction of it all. And I had never wanted to lose, I had just lost my appetite for it.

‘Game, set, match – Bailey. 2 sets to love.’

That very hunger was clear across Dylan’s sharp features as she secured her second set, taking the win from Inés in the semi-finals and ultimately earning her place in the final. I shot to my feet, standing in the screaming crowd, clapping and cheering in my own celebration.

I was thrilled for her to have made it this far. Inés and Dylan shook hands, saying something across the net as Inés playfully stuck her tongue out at her. I made my way out of the stands, fighting the busy crowds and heading past security to behind the courts.

Darting around the corridors, lined with players midway through their warm-ups, coaches giving them last-minute pieces of advice, members of the press looking around for a big scoop. One locker room had the door shut, the sharp noise of what I was sure was a racket being destroyed coming from within.

Making my way towards the women’s locker room, the door still cracked open, I held up my hand to knock on the doorframe when I paused, overhearing a voice from within.

‘I told you to stick to the baseline.’ I placed the voice as Brooke, the Australian twang telling me everything I needed to know.

‘I won, didn’t I?’ Dylan argued. I paused, unsure if I should interrupt this conversation judging from the ire in Dylan’s voice.

‘That’s not the point. If you don’t listen to me, then why am I even your coach?’ The reply had me standing still, cataloguing her coach’s responses. I was still to see Brooke in action, still to hear a report of any useful action. I stepped to the side, leaning against the wall beside the door as if I was waiting for them to be finished, but still allowing myself to hear the argument unfolding inside.

‘To coach me?’ Dylan retorted. ‘I tried what you said, and it wasn’t working. Inés is an adaptive player. I know how she plays.’

Dylan had won, and Brooke was still picking her apart?

‘That wasn’t the game plan.’

‘No, it wasn’t your game plan,’ Dylan replied. ‘I tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen, and I wasn’t about to let this match slip away from me.’

‘Watch how you talk to me. I don’t have to be here.’ A shiver ran down my spine at Brooke’s words, but Dylan’s response had me almost breaking out into a happy dance.

‘You’re right, you don’t.’

A group of giggling fans passed, and I pushed from the wall, hand rubbing the back of my neck, trying to play it cool. As soon as they disappeared, I went straight back to continue my eavesdropping.

‘You want to risk going without a coach? Right before the final?’ Brooke let out a cruel laugh. ‘Wouldn’t want to replay the past here, Bailey.’

A cutting silence fell over the room.

‘I just … you need to listen to me as much as I need to listen to you. I’m not a child. I’ve been playing since I was four. I have years of competitive experience under my belt now. But you still treat me as if I know nothing.’

‘And you play like you know everything. You’re cocky on the court. And while that might serve you well, Dylan, you still need support. Think of the work we’ve done these few weeks getting those movements right; your footwork has really come along.’

Dylan’s words were hesitant, as if she was not quite sure if she believed the mixed compliment. ‘Thank you.’

‘But without my help, how do you expect to close out this last match?’ Brooke added. ‘The final, Dylan. This is where you always fail.’

Something ripped open deep within me, as if I was feeling the same wound that Dylan was. For Brooke to bring that up, right as she claimed her position in the final, feeding that negativity already clear in her head. This was not what somebody on your team was supposed to do, and on top of that, absolutely not what Dylan needed to hear.

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’ Dylan sounded entirely detached, as if she’d already given up. But how else was she supposed to feel when her coach didn’t have faith in her?

‘I have confidence, Dylan. The question is, do you?’ I heard noises of movement from within the locker room. I moved away, as if I’d never been there in the first place. Turning to look over my shoulder, I watched as Brooke left, turning around a corner. I did a 180, not pausing this time as I knocked on the locker-room door.

‘Dylan?’ I waited a moment, hearing her soft voice reply, before I pushed the door open enough to pop my head in to take in the sight of her. She was sitting on a bench, the room behind her empty. Her hair still tucked behind her ears, her bag beside her as she packed furiously. ‘Hey, you played great out there.’

‘Thanks.’ She looked up to me, her eyes lighting up slightly. ‘Have you seen Inés?’

‘She will be fine. Inés always gets her own back.’

Dylan only grimaced, a slight line of worry creasing in her forehead.

‘You held your own on the court,’ I paused, ‘and with Brooke.’

She paused, ‘You heard?’

I sat down on the bench beside her, our bare knees touching, the proximity of skin-on-skin distracting. My gaze shifted back to her, finding her eyes already on me.

‘What do you think?’ she asked, ‘about what she said?’

I swallowed uncomfortably, ‘I hate agreeing with her. I think she has suggested a lot of wrong things for you …’ I trailed off, losing my nerve. ‘But the confidence thing, there’s some truth to that.’

‘I know I can do it.’

‘I believe you.’ Her body relaxed, the reaction giving me comfort she might trust what I had to say. I continued, ‘I think, when it comes to the finals, you struggle with that pressure. You get in your own head.’

Dylan’s gaze broke away, her jaw tightened, hands gripping at the edge of her bench.

I placed my hand on her knee. The contact was new, her skin soft. I pushed those thoughts aside. ‘If I were you, that’s what I’d work on. It’s hard not to get caught up. In three sets, there are second chances. If you lose a set, you can always win the next one. But it’s easy to spiral, and it’s incredibly easy to spot when the self-sabotage starts to kick in.’

Curiosity glinted in her eyes; her brows pressed together. ‘Been watching a lot of my matches?’

‘I’ve caught them all.’ I was scared to admit the truth, worried she’d find it weird now we were friends. ‘I’ve followed your career for a long time, Dylan.’

Her reaction was immediate, a big goofy grin breaking out across her lips. Before she even said it, I knew what she was going to say. ‘Stalker.’

‘You chased me, dare I remind you.’

‘Dare I remind you,’ she pointed her finger at me, ‘you approached me at the party.’

I pushed her accusing finger away. ‘I was going to tell you how big a fan I was.’

‘Oh, now you’re a fan too?’ Her delight was unmatched, like she was enjoying this twist.

‘I enjoy good tennis.’ Dylan rolled her eyes. ‘You are one of the best players in the world, your ranking shows that. You need to believe in it, remember it while you play. I think it could take you all the way.’

‘You sound like a motivational poster,’ she said, her tone laced with sarcasm. ‘Believe in yourself and you will achieve.’

She was teasing me, I knew it. But that didn’t mean I missed the pink blush that rose across her cheeks.

‘Maybe we should get it tattooed on your body,’ I joked. ‘You might actually start to listen.’

‘Probably not.’ She smiled, a glint in her eyes. ‘I’ve been told that I’m rather stubborn.’

I laughed. ‘Just tell Brooke that.’

DYLAN
Do I always serve like this?

LINK: Dylan Bailey Serve at Wimbledon

Never mind. sorry, just saw the time. I haven’t slept all night. See you at the final?
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Dylan

Running Out of Time – Paramore

I woke up to a pounding head, a loud ringing phone, and somebody knocking incessantly on the bedroom door. It had been another sleepless night spent tossing and turning with nervous energy. Sleep didn’t come until the sunlight started peeking through the curtains.

I found my ringing phone, pressing down on any button to make it silent. It was a momentary peace; another round of knocking on the door started.

‘Dylan Bailey,’ a voice shouted from the hallway.

I sat bolt upright in my bed, my phone in my hand as I scrolled through an endless list of notifications. Missed calls. Voicemails. Endless texts.

BROOKE
Where are you?

You’re late!

Pick up your phone!

???



I was late for the final.

I launched myself from the bed to the door of the room, checking the spyhole to find a hotel employee on the other side. I opened the door on the latch, peering out through the gap. The man took a moment, peering through as he spoke in English.

‘Sorry to disturb you, ma’am, but we were asked to perform a welfare check on you. I believe it’s your coach Brooke Turner who was enquiring.’

‘Sorry.’ Dread flooded my system. ‘I’m running late. I’ll let her know I’m okay.’

The attendant looked unsure but relented anyway, stepping away. I slammed the door, immediately running back, pulling together an outfit as quickly as possible.

No more than five minutes later, I stumbled out of my room, running down the hall, a hastily packed bag on my shoulder. As I made it to the elevator, my phone buzzed again, Brooke’s name appearing on the screen.

I answered. ‘I’m sorry. I slept in.’

‘Where are you?’ she demanded. Anxiety spun my nervous system into a crazed frenzy. My chest felt tight as I struggled to swallow down a full breath.

‘I’m on my way, I’m in the elevator.’

‘You are late,’ she snipped. ‘This is unprofessional, Dylan. You’re making me look like an idiot. This is my reputation too.’

Closing my eyes, I tried my best to catch my breath. ‘I know, I’m sorry. I’ll be as fast as I can.’

Be faster. Get here now.’ And the phone beeped. She had hung up on me. I sighed. How did I manage to sleep late?

The elevator door slid open, revealing a chaotic hotel reception. I stormed through, battling the busy crowd to escape, some fans shouting my name as they recognized me.

‘Dylan Bailey?’ A man dressed in a black suit caught my elbow and I turned, finding my driver who’d been with me since I arrived in Beijing.

I nodded, allowing him to guide me towards the car. Practically throwing myself into the backseat, he pulled out into the street. Panicked, I looked forward to the sea of red lights ahead of the car, mid-morning traffic jamming the roads up.

‘I’m running very late,’ I said, ‘Is there a quicker route we can take?’

The driver looked back at me, ‘I can only go as fast as the car in front.’

‘I know.’ I bit my lip, my hands going to my bag, counting the money I had in my purse. ‘But if you get me there in ten minutes, there’s an extra $200 in it for you.’

He turned round to look at me, almost as if he was trying to work out if I had that much cash on me or not.

He turned ahead, nodding as he said, ‘Make it $250 and I’ll get you there in eight.’

The car instantly moved forward, pulling out into another lane, my driver obviously finding the accelerator as we raced ahead.

The next few minutes were terrifying. The car jolting to a dead stop at countless red lights, and speeding off before they had a chance to change from amber. He certainly was earning his money. My foot tapped incessantly on the floor. My fingers wringing and stretching and drumming, anything to keep the building anxiety at bay.

My eyes darted to the clock on the dashboard. Trying to do the calculation in my head of how long I’d have to prepare. I could do this. I could pull myself together. I was running late, but I’d still be able to reach the court with enough time to warm up. Surely I’d be able to fit in five minutes for another nag from Brooke. Another five for a panic attack in the bathroom.

I took my phone out of my pocket and scrolled through all the notifications, mostly from Brooke, eyes landing on a single message from Avery, immediately regretting it.

AVERY
Good luck in your final today! I’m sure you’ll do great. Remember to keep your temper in check on the court. Give it your best shot for the both of us.



My stomach lurched as I pushed my phone into my pocket, vowing not to touch it again, her words already fused into my brain, the guilt twisting me up. The driver, undeterred by the busy road, veered into a side street, the narrow lane barely wide enough for the car. The buildings seemed to close in on us.

The engine’s growl echoing off the brick walls, my phone buzzing again in my pocket. I ignored it, not needing to be any more stressed out. We rounded a corner sharply, and my body lurched to the side, my tight seatbelt suddenly straining across my chest against the sudden force that hit from out of nowhere.

A loud blaring horn sounded as I was flung back in my seat, the car spinning violently. The world was a sudden blur. Everything flew around me. My vision blurred. The car came to a sudden stop, metal crunching. The seatbelt cut across my chest with brutal intensity. Crack. Something in my chest gave way. The pain was immediate, a jarring, sharp pain from a violent jolt that left me winded. Glass was thrown, shards slicing the air as the windows broke. My chest tight, I was left wheezing for breath.

The world finally stopped, but nothing was the same. The windows on the left were smashed. Steam or smoke rising from the front of the car. My bag was thrown from where I’d placed it. A ringing, so intense, screamed in my ear.

I looked forward to the front, finding the driver looking at me, his mouth opening and closing as if to speak. But I heard nothing but that piercing noise.

What the fuck had happened?


[image: ]


15

Oliver

Sober II (Melodrama) – Lorde

I paced back and forth in the training room, waiting for Dylan. She should’ve been here by now. Should’ve been here hours ago. Brooke kept storming around, yelling at attendants, demanding for Dylan to be sent to her as soon as she arrived. It was chaos.

Another glance at the clock told me time was very quickly running out. I dialled Dylan’s number. I expected a few rings, as it had been doing all morning, but this time the dial tone cut off, the phone going straight to voicemail.

Had she turned her phone off? Had she done a runner on the day of the final? I’d known she would be nervous, but not showing up at all? That wasn’t like her at all.

Just as I put my device away, the doors opened. Dylan walked in furiously, and my heart stopped hard in my chest at the sight of her. Her usually perfect hair was messily pulled out of a ponytail, strands falling in front of her face. Her clothes were rumpled, covered in dirt and dust. She looked like shit.

I ran up to her, my hand pulling at her arm. ‘Where were you? Are you okay?’

She didn’t even look at me as she continued ahead, heading straight towards her dressing room. Dylan gritted her teeth as she spoke, ‘I’m fine.’

I looked her up and down. I’d seen Dylan enough to know that this wasn’t her usual state. ‘What happened to you?’

She shook me off, charging into the locker room, but I followed.

‘Dylan …’ I said, watching her as she swung her bag onto the bench, pulling it open to search through it. Clearly something had happened to her.

‘I need to change,’ she ground out.

My hands landed on her shoulders, her gaze shooting up to meet mine. ‘Sit down,’ I said. ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

‘Nothing, I’m fine,’ she replied. ‘I slept in.’

‘Bullshit,’ I swore. ‘What else?’

‘The car.’ She hesitated, her jaw locked as her eyes searched the room. Clearly desperate to give me any excuse but the truth. ‘There was a crash.’

‘Holy shit. You were in a crash?’

‘It was minor.’ She all but waved off my concerns. ‘I was wearing my seatbelt. I didn’t hit my head.’

‘You have a cut on your face.’ I ran my fingers through my hair, the panic debilitating. ‘Have you been to the hospital? You need to get checked out,’ I asked, looking her up and down again.

‘I’m fine,’ Dylan said. ‘There were paramedics. They did a basic check before they let me go. This is more important.’

I lost all control of my body, my arm stretching forward, my hand finding her forearm to hold it softly, stopping her from continuing to ignore me.

‘Dylan. This is serious.’ I pushed my head forward, and despite my panic, tried to keep my voice smooth and calm. ‘You could have internal bleeding; there could be something broken.’

‘I’m fine,’ she repeated. I was getting very sick of hearing those two words over and over. She pressed her lips together. ‘I walked two blocks to get here.’

‘You walked?’

‘I’m fine. I feel fine. I wasn’t hurt,’ she tried to convince me. But as she took a deep breath, I saw the wince, saw the flash of dull pain in her eyes.

‘They can postpone for an hour. Give you time to get seen.’

‘Oliver.’ She ripped her arm from my light touch, and immediately I knew I’d lost any control I thought I had on the situation, any sway I had with her. ‘I swear to God. I’m going out there and you cannot stop me. I need to do this.’

My heart fell into my stomach. ‘Dylan, you can’t be serious.’

This was dumb. Beyond stupidity. She could get herself more hurt. Seriously, dangerously injured. There was no way she could do this.

‘I’m deadly fucking serious.’ She pulled out her racket, inspecting the grip, her fingers running across the strings. She didn’t look at me as she continued. ‘I said I’m okay, so I’m okay. I said I can play, so let’s fucking play.’

I inhaled through my nose, a deep breath to calm the frustration that had been lighting my body up like wildfire. Being as soft as I could, I reached out a hand to where hers gripped the racket. Her grip tightened under mine and I could feel her shaking.

‘This isn’t worth it, Dylan.’ My body grew closer to hers, as if I was hoping that a closer proximity to her orbit, an orbit I’d been avoiding getting trapped in, would help to convince her, calm her, help her think clearly through the adrenaline that was guiding her decisions. Then, I took a leap. ‘It’s a piece of silverware. It’s nothing. Not compared to what you are risking.’

But how do you convince someone to look after themselves when all they’ve been taught is to put their soul, mind and body on the line for the simple thrill of the win? How do I tell her she’s worth more than this?

‘A piece of silverware?’ she whispered, her voice razor sharp, eyes cold. ‘And you’ve been asking me if I’m being serious?’

My heart stopped in my chest. I’d always known Dylan had a ruthless side, it was obvious watching her play. But to actually stare her down, to see it facing you, was completely different. And that was the Dylan that had appeared in front of me.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ Brooke yelled angrily. Instantly, her hand ripped from mine, her attention torn away before I could respond to her.

‘I slept in,’ she answered, ‘I’m fine.’

Those two words again. I knew they’d haunt my nightmares after today.

Brooke’s eyes only narrowed, assessing her player. ‘Did you cut your face? Did you fall out of bed? You’re a complete mess!’

‘I’ll change,’ Dylan replied dryly.

Brooke continued, ‘What happened to you? This is beyond unprofessional.’

I cut Dylan off before she had a chance to respond. Before she could hide how serious this could be. ‘She was in a crash.’

‘A crash?’ Brooke’s gaze shifted between us. ‘Like a car crash?’

Dylan looked at me, that simmering rage reappearing. I realized any chance of her listening to me was long gone. Her attention turned back to Brooke. ‘I walked here. I can play.’

‘You’re sure?’ Brooke asked.

I interrupted again, growing impossibly desperate. ‘She needs to go to the emergency room.’

Dylan didn’t even look at me. ‘I need to warm up.’

Brooke looked between us. I could see her calculating the situation, analysing. I prayed that Brooke would side with me, that she would see how unsafe this was.

But then she shrugged. ‘If you think you can play, then fine by me. Get changed, then we can warm up.’

Without looking at me again, she left the changing room. Turning, I found Dylan unpacking her bag.

‘Don’t do this, Dylan.’ I was beyond sense, willing to get down on my knees begging her to let me help her instead. ‘I know you’re determined. Don’t think of this one final, please, think of your career. If you go out now, you could hurt yourself.’

She pulled some clothes out of her bag, my hand reaching to grasp her, maybe my final shot at getting her attention. She pulled away at my touch, wincing as she breathed deeply. I tracked the motion, the panic renewing.

‘If you are hurt, and you’re trying to hide it, you could be sabotaging your match. Maybe Brooke doesn’t care enough to stop you. But I can see it in your eyes, you are in pain, and you can’t admit it.’

‘Leave me alone, Oliver.’ She looked over at me, a stony seriousness giving nothing away. ‘I need to change.’

And in my desperation, I took my final shot.

‘If you go out now …’ There was no taking back my words once I said them. Knowing how much more they would hurt her. How much I was hurting her. ‘If you go out now, like this, you will lose.’

There was a flash of hurt in her eyes, a physical wince at my words as if I’d injured her all over again.

I immediately regretted my words. I’d always believed in her. I backed her one hundred per cent. But I couldn’t support her if it meant letting her hurt herself like this.

‘Please, Oliver,’ she whispered my goddamn name, throwing me into a tailspin, making me feel like I’d been the one in the car crash. She murmured again, like she couldn’t bear to say the words any louder. ‘Just leave.’

I summoned the rest of my strength for one final ultimatum. ‘If I leave now, this friendship is over.’ I hated this. Wanted to scream. Wanted to punch my fist into a wall if only to feel something other than this weight of dread or the thought of never talking to her again. ‘I can’t watch you do this to yourself.’

Her words were a bitter pill I forced myself to swallow. ‘Then don’t watch.’

I took a good look at her, noting how she looked half the size of the Dylan Bailey I had known.

With one last look, it dawned on me Dylan meant entirely too much to me, that this friendship had grown too big for the thing it was supposed to be. I could not watch somebody who meant this much to me keep hurting themselves. Not when it hurt me right back.

I left. Needing this pain in my chest to stop aching, to stop the heart she had healed from feeling like it was breaking all over again.
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Dylan

Smile – Wolf Alice

Bailey vs Murphy

Final – Diamond Court

It was the final set. Chloe’s serve.

Only a few months ago, she was defeated in the first round of Wimbledon by Scottie Sinclair. At the US Open, she made it to the semis. Now, here she was in the final. I rewatched her match against Scottie last night. She’d played with a good arm, but lazy footwork. That performance that was leagues apart from how she had been in this competition.

Today, she was fighting back, unafraid to move forward from the baseline, constantly challenging me with a strong backhand. Today, she was a formidable opponent that left me thinking, what the fuck had happened to this girl in less than two months?

She served, the ball landing perfectly in the box, and I pulled my body into position, returning into open court. We rallied, her matching my intensity with no problem.

She’d taken me by surprise in the first set. I’d been dumb and had underestimated her. Chloe had been average at the start of the tournament, catching lucky breaks to make it to the quarter finals. It was there she showed a bit of resolve, a bite on the court.

And now she was in full swing, matching me blow for blow.

I’d fought back in the second set, fighting back for control of the match. And while I’d been successful, my body had punished me for it.

The crash had left me bruised, blotchy brown and purple marks already forming on my chest where the seat belt had cut in. No doubt it had saved me from further serious injury, but when I breathed too deeply, there was a sharp pain against my ribcage I knew meant business.

As I ran at full speed across the court, spiking the ball over the net to win the first point, the sharp jab in my chest begged the question. Maybe Oliver had been right.

0–15

I’d convinced myself that fifty per cent of the pain I was feeling was because of his words. The ultimatum he’d issued before I’d kicked him out. I didn’t need him. Didn’t need anyone around me who was going to try and stop me from winning. This pain was manageable.

So manageable, I’d walked away from a car crash.

So manageable, it only hurt when I breathed.

Chloe served again, but this time the ball was fast, somehow catching me unaware. I hit back, but she was the one to score the point. She didn’t crack a smile when she won. Not even when she did the same thing, over and over, using her speed to her advantage and my pain to my disadvantage. Before I knew it, the score was in her favour.

40–15

I wasn’t about to let this point go. Convinced I could fight back. I had to win this point.

She served, and it took all my strength to meet her intensity, the burn-out from the second round hitting hard. The pain intensified as I sliced to return the ball. My aim was off, the pain growing every time I swung. The crowd gasped as I broke the rally with a drop shot, and I expected the point to be mine. But Chloe was fucking faster. She saw the shot coming a mile away and she sprinted like hell, hitting it over the net. I was too tired to even run to return. I watched, unable to move.

I knew I had to work harder somehow. We were allowed a quick break, and I could barely make my way to my bench without wincing.

The seconds ticked away fast, and I was still trying to figure out my strategy for the next point when time was up and it was my serve.

Every moment of the serve hurt like hell. The stretch up, throwing the ball, swinging my racket forward to meet the ball. It all intensified the pain, blacking out all other thoughts. If I had managed to think of any strategy at all, it was pushed from my mind.

The ball was called out. Swearing under my breath, I caught another ball, bouncing it against the hard-court surface. My hand shook as I served. Pain seared with the movement, but thankfully this serve was in, and Chloe leaped into action.

She won the point again.

0–15

And then again.

0–30

Until finally.

0–2

She was confident and cocky, twirling her racket, running around the court like she owned it because honestly … she did. This might not have been a Grand Slam but it was a huge tournament, and she’d reached the final and worse yet, she was winning.

I had years of experience stacked against her, and still she was beating me like I was a fucking amateur. Two more sets went her way, and I had given up.

I was fighting against a rising tide, against a tsunami. My body was a useless thing, trained to run hard and swing and suppress everything else. Losing again was not acceptable. Not with everything on the line. Not when I’d done everything Brooke had asked of me. And not when I’d pushed Oliver away for this.

I’d done all I could, and it hadn’t been enough.

We came down to the final point. For the first time in my life, I wanted to sob openly in court. Wanted to fall to my knees and cry for all my wasted time and effort.

I was done. I was fucking done.

And when the umpire called ‘Game, set and match,’ my legs lost whatever strength they had left and I fell to the court, the entire world going black around me.

DYLAN
You were right.

I’m really sorry

Can I call?




[image: ‘NO-SLAMS BAILEY’ COLLAPSES IN CHINA OPEN FINAL AFTER CAR CRASH STUNT!; STORY BY Rachel Kenrick; Controversial Aussie tennis star Dylan Bailey is back in the headlines after a dramatic collapse during the China Open final against rising star Chloe Murphy.; Despite two fractured ribs from a car crash, Bailey insisted on playing, turning the final into a spectacle of agony and drama. The crowd watched as she grimaced through every serve and stroke, only to inevitably collapse in a heap on the court. She was whisked away to the hospital, leaving everyone in stunned silence.; Murphy, who kept her cool to clinch her first title, graciously praised Bailey’s effort, but the tennis world is divided. While some fans have shown support, others are sceptical of Bailey’s dramatic flair. Was it genuine grit or another attention-seeking stunt from the Aussie diva?]
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Dylan

Down Bad – Taylor Swift

I stared down at the unanswered messages to Oliver, guilt for everything I’d said to him a heavy anchor on my heart. Overwhelmed, I instead focused on my drink, lifting the glass up and taking a long, savouring sip. The bar was busy, full of people who thankfully hadn’t noticed my presence. I kept my head down, trying to hide, and let myself sit in my sadness.

It had been a few days since I’d gotten out of hospital. They had diagnosed me with exhaustion along with the injury, a realization that had left me laughing, and then rolling in pain. They had looked at me strangely, as if I didn’t already know I had been running on empty for months. Like I hadn’t reached back-to-back finals and picked up my racket the very next day for practice.

‘Hey, are you Dylan Bailey?’ I looked up to find a man, barely able to stand. Looks like somebody had one too many. I didn’t say anything as he slid a napkin across the table towards me, a pen in his other hand. ‘Can I get your autograph? My daughter’s a big fan.’

‘Sure,’ I muttered, just trying to get this over with. Hanging about in bars was never a good idea. There were always one or two fans.

‘Pity about the final,’ he said, as I signed my name. ‘You know, you keep talking about injuries, but from where I’m standing, it just looks like you can’t handle the competition anymore.’

I stared up at him, blinking as I tried to figure out who this stranger thought he was, giving me advice. I’d like to see him with a tennis ball flying at him at 110mph, but then the pain in my own ribs reminded me that I wasn’t exactly in the position to be challenging anymore.

Maybe he was fucking right.

A group of men at the other side of the bar yelled as he returned to them, waving the napkin like it was some kind of prize. My attention turned back to my glass of white wine, downing the rest of the liquid so I could get the hell out of there.

Against the table, my phone buzzed. My heart squeezed tightly in my chest at the noise, visions of Oliver on the other end.

The tightness loosened at the sight of the screen, but I’d already pushed away one friend, who was I to decline another.

‘Hi,’ I answered, homesickness doubling as I answered the FaceTime call, her blonde-framed face taking up the screen.

Avery laughed. ‘Wow, you look miserable.’

‘Thanks,’ I replied plainly, trying to remember how she’d always been a little sharp, a little too truthful. That’s what you wanted in a friend, right?

‘Well, I’m sorry you lost but I’m always honest with my best friend,’ she said.

‘I know, I know. I’m sorry,’ I apologized. ‘How are you?’

She took a sip of her wine, placing the glass off screen as she shrugged. ‘I’m fine. I just wanted to catch up, see how you were doing?’

‘I’m okay.’ I lied. The less I spoke about it, the better.

‘It was a rough match,’ Avery consoled. Despite the years that had passed since I’d seen her on a court, Avery still carried herself with the confidence of a seasoned player, her posture straight as she sat up.

‘You can say that again.’

‘You’ll bounce back,’ she insisted, her voice lacking its usual bite. ‘You always do.’

I tried to force a smile, but my heart still sank at her dismissiveness. I’d have thought that if anyone could understand this feeling, it would be Avery. I wanted to believe her. But after everything, her words rang more hollow than normal. Like empty promises in the face of crushing defeat.

‘I hope so,’ I said quietly. ‘But sometimes it feels like I’m fighting a losing battle.’

Avery let out a scoff. ‘Oh, come on, Dylan. You’re better than this. You need to get back out there and work harder.’

I bit my lip, washing Avery’s simplistic advice away with the last of my wine. If only it were that easy. Why was that everyone’s advice? Work harder. Keep going. Fix your serve, or your backhand, or stick to the baseline when there was nothing wrong with the way I played. It was me that was the problem.

‘Seriously? You should be grateful for this,’ Avery reminded, her voice changing. ‘Do you know what I would do for second place? To play at this level?’

Embarrassment ate away at me with her words. Of course, she was right.

I still remembered getting the call while I was out on tour. She’d been in an accident, her leg injured from the crash. They weren’t sure if she would ever play tennis again. She was in rehab for months, we used to joke she was rebuilt stronger than I was and how badly she was going to beat me next time on court. All the while, I kept in close contact, trying to keep up to date with her progress, convincing my coach to give Avery some attention, to consider taking her pro too. In the end, she’d never recovered enough to return to the court.

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ I said, a lump in my throat. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry? That’s all you have to say?’ Avery’s voice was tight, almost brittle. ‘Do you even understand how lucky you are? How much I would give just to stand on that court again?’

My eyes tried to blink away stinging tears. ‘Avery, I –’

‘No, Dylan,’ she interrupted sharply. ‘You don’t get it. You’ve got everything I lost, and you’re just going to throw it away because you didn’t win one match?’

‘It’s not just the one,’ I protested. ‘It’s every match. I can’t keep going like this, feeling like I’m failing every single time I step out there.’

‘When are you going to stop whining? You think you’re failing because you’re not winning everything? That’s not failure, Dylan. That’s life. You keep fighting, you keep pushing. That’s what we do.’

‘But what if I can’t keep pushing?’ I asked the question I’d been avoiding for months, desperately trying to outrun the answer.

‘Then maybe you need to accept that you just don’t have it in you.’

Maybe her words were supposed to spark that fire of fight in me again. The fire that had been relit over and over. But now, the once-raging bonfire felt like nothing but smoking ash. There was no more fuel. No more fight. I was done. Exhausted. Homesick. Lonely. Pained. Empty.

‘What are you going to do?’ She almost laughed as she said the word: ‘Quit?’

‘Maybe,’ I said, the idea sounding better with every second that passed. What if I was just delaying the inevitable. Brooke had quit. Imogen hadn’t even called. I’d driven Oliver away. What was I still fighting for? A trophy.

Oliver had said it best himself, ‘It’s just a piece of silverware.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Dylan,’ Avery began to rant. ‘With all the work you’ve put in? What is everyone going to say? You are really going to let them call you a quitter? Come home, tell everyone you threw away your potential? After all this time –’

‘Avery. I can’t talk right now.’ I cut her off, not needing to hear any more from her. I ended the call without any further warning.

I sat there, staring at my phone for a long moment. Finally, for the first time, feeling as if I knew exactly what I needed. After voicing the feeling, the thought of quitting, of walking away from everything I’d worked so hard for, felt like a weight lifting off my shoulders.

Maybe they’d call me a quitter. But so be it. I was done burning myself out for nothing. Done working with coaches that didn’t care about me, only results, and living with a homesickness so severe I felt the ache down into my bones.

I wanted the beach, and the freshly ground coffee only Melbourne seemed to get right. I wanted my family, my hometown, the heat of the baking sun. Being quick to act, I typed out a quick, simple message, not even allowing my finger to linger over the send button.

It was time to take control of my life, to stop living in the shadow of what I thought I should be and start living for myself.

Stop pretending I ever stood a chance.


[image: AUSSIE DISAPPOINTMENT DYLAN BAILEY ANNOUNCES SHOCKING RETIREMENT; In a move that’s left the tennis world buzzing, Australian star Dylan Bailey has announced her sudden retirement. The controversial player, known for her dramatic on-court antics and for never being able to close out a final, dropped the bombshell days after her infamous collapse at the China Open final.; Bailey, who secretly played through fractured ribs after a car crash, faced criticism for turning the match into a spectacle. Her dramatic exit from the court, followed by a hospital dash, had fans divided. Some praised her grit, while others accused her of seeking attention.; Posting on Instagram, Bailey announced she had decided to hang up her racket for good. ‘It’s time to step away and focus on my health and future,’ she said in a statement that raised more questions than answers. Critics wonder if the retirement is a strategic move to avoid further scrutiny or simply another twist in Bailey’s tumultuous career.; Bailey’s retirement marks the end of an era filled with highs, lows, and on-court drama. Love her or hate her, Dylan Bailey has left an indelible mark on the sport, ensuring she won’t be forgotten anytime soon.]
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Dylan

On Your Side – The Last Dinner Party

I was going home trophyless.

And to top it all off, I was three days into my retirement from professional tennis. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as I slid into the business-class seat. The bittersweet of getting to go home, the pain of all I’d put myself through still evident in my chest, the fractured ribs still a painful reminder.

Sitting as comfortably as I could, I scrolled through the texts I’d sent to Oliver. All still unanswered.

DYLAN
I’m heading back home the day after tomorrow, if you’d like to talk?

I’m sorry. Please, let me apologize in person.

I know I fucked up.

At least let me get you that round of drinks.



I couldn’t blame him for ignoring me. Not after how I’d treated him. I’d been blinded by my desperation for the win, convinced I was a match away from victory, but in reality, I was much further away than I’d been willing to admit.

Closing my eyes, I rested my head back on the comfortable headrest. The sooner the plane took off, the sooner I could try to let everything go. With home on the other side of this flight, I knew once I was there, I could start to put myself back together, figure out how the puzzle pieces of my life fitted together without tennis.

I had no idea what was coming next, having never been still for longer than a few weeks. But I knew it would be less painful than continuing. I felt like I’d been banging my head against a wall for years, and now, the concussion was too much.

‘Is this seat free?’ a voice asked from the aisle.

‘Yeah, it’s 4D if that’s what you’re …’ I trailed off, peering up as my brain took a moment to translate exactly what I was seeing. A familiar stupid grin was wide across his handsome face as Oliver slid into the empty seat next to me.

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ A few passengers turned at my words, but I ignored them completely, struggling to take in the sight of him above me.

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ I hissed, much quieter this time.

He shrugged, the grin only growing wider. The delight was clear across his face. ‘I have a bet to win.’ He raised his arm, a teal velvet bag on the other end.

I looked between him and the bag, blinking as I tried to catch up. I still wasn’t sure this wasn’t a hallucination.

‘Did you bring your US Open trophy in your hand luggage? Did you take it all the way to China?’

‘Dylan, I know you’ve never won a slam so you might be unaware.’ He slipped out of his seat, moving his muscular body around the other passengers. ‘But trophies are much safer in hand luggage.’

He reached up, placing the bag in the overhead locker. The entire time, my brain buzzed the same words over and over.

THERE’S A FUCKING US OPEN TROPHY IN THE OVERHEAD LOCKER.

‘Okay, first of all, that was unnecessary.’ I scowled at him, scooting forward in my seat as I moved closer. ‘Second, what are you doing here?’

‘I’m here for you,’ he answered, as if it was so simple.

I rolled my eyes at him. ‘Well, I didn’t think you were here to see anyone else.’

‘Champagne?’ an attendant appeared next to Oliver, holding two flutes of golden liquid.

I raised a hand to decline, too busy trying to decipher Oliver’s half-answer replies, but Oliver cut me off before I could say anything. ‘Yes, two please.’

‘Jesus,’ I muttered, shaking my head. The attendant spared me a strange glance but held the glasses out to him anyway.

Oliver took one and handed it to me, an innocent expression on his face as he ignored my accusatory scowl. When he turned back to the attendant, taking the second glass, he said, ‘Thank you. We are celebrating.’

The attendant sent him a pleasant look. ‘Any specific occasion taking you to Australia?’

‘Training,’ he simply replied. Oliver faced me again, his hand stretched out as if to clink our flutes together.

I momentarily considered it, pausing as my brows pressed together. ‘I don’t know if you’ve heard the news, but I’ve retired.’

‘Oh, come on.’ He rolled his eyes, his glass raised as he took a sip. ‘One post on Instagram you probably made from your hospital bed high on pain medication does not make you retired.’

‘That’s not what happened.’ Around us, the plane started to taxi. ‘And it counts.’

Oliver scoffed. ‘You, Dylan Bailey, are not retired.’

‘And why not?’ I asked, washing away my annoyance with the champagne. It had been hard enough to write the post, let alone defend the validity of it.

‘Because I know you aren’t done.’

I wanted to tell him how wrong he was. That this was the end, and while it was bitter, it was still very sweet. I was going home, to my family. Back where I belonged. Somewhere I could lick my wounds and dig my feet into the sand and feel the sea breeze on my face. Stop for longer than only a few weeks and just … breathe.

The plane rotated on the runway. I adjusted in my seat before changing the subject. ‘How on earth did you manage to book the exact seat next to me?’

He laughed. ‘Honestly, this airline made it appallingly easy to book the chair next to you. One mention at the desk about how I wanted to surprise my girlfriend –’

‘Girlfriend?’ I sputtered, nearly spitting my mouthful of champagne into the chair in front. He looked rather pleased with himself as he waved a hand.

‘It was only an excuse. Don’t get ahead of yourself, Bailey.’ He winked at me, and for a second, I had to remind myself that Oliver was not flirting. That he was unavailable and entirely uninterested. No matter how easy it would be to read into his actions and come up with a more complex answer, we were only friends.

‘They recognized me, because, how could anyone forget this handsome face.’ He placed a hand under his chin, framing his face as if he was a model. I could only roll my eyes. ‘And then one small lie about a romantic surprise proposal on the Gold Coast, and a lot of money, and I had a business-class ticket sitting right next to you.’

I motioned to our surroundings, keeping my gaze trained on him. ‘You know this is a twelve-hour flight?’

‘I have flown down under before,’ he forced a terrible accent.

I rolled my eyes. ‘I’m sure I can convince my friends at border control to turn you away for that travesty of an accent.’

‘You can try,’ Oliver teased, smiling again. ‘But we are still going to spend the entire time planning out the next three months.’

‘Three months?’

Oliver nodded once. ‘That will get you to Melbourne.’

He was planning for the Australian Open. My heart fell straight into my stomach, a wave of nausea overcoming me at the very idea of standing in that stadium and losing again. My reluctance must have been clear on my face because Oliver inched closer, the proximity of his body to mine only heightening my panic.

‘Come on, your home slam! I know what that means to you, what it means for any of us. To win there …’ He trailed off, and I knew he was reliving his own Wimbledon, only months ago. Despite everything, he was right. The home slam is something entirely different. The crowd is louder, the atmosphere is electric. Your entire country has your back for two full weeks and the support is enough to carry you through the first few rounds alone. The further you get, the crazier the competition becomes.

But the higher the reward, the harder the fall. A fall I’d survived before, but could I really survive another?

‘Oliver …’ I trailed off, pulling my bottom lip in between my teeth. I couldn’t even bear to look at him, his eyes full of an overwhelming hope. ‘I can’t.’

‘You can,’ he pressed, as the seatbelt alarm went off a final time, the plane prepared and in position for take-off. ‘We’ve got a good couple of months to make sure you do.’

‘I’m tired,’ I whined, hoping he would understand and accept what I was telling him already. I felt awful as the plane took off. This was why he was here, why he had trapped himself on this insane flight, for me.

The plane levelled, a second buzz of the seatbelt sign reminding us not to get out of our seats just yet. I made the grave mistake of looking back over at Oliver, who instantly re-started his pitch.

‘We will do it right,’ he said. ‘Together. We can schedule rest time; it won’t be intensive.’

I closed my eyes, trying not to grow frustrated with him. ‘It’s training for a Grand Slam. Of course it’s intensive. I’m exhausted. I’m done. Finished.’ I tried my best to keep my voice low. ‘I can’t do it anymore.’

He grinned, still undeterred. ‘This is why I thought I’d trap you on a flight with me. Plenty of time to convince you otherwise.’

I gripped the armrest in annoyance, wishing this could be over. ‘Is it too late to turn back and kick you off this flight?’

‘Yes,’ Oliver laughed. ‘There’s absolutely no going back now.’

‘Damn,’ I swore, letting out a slow, heavy sigh, the pain in my ribcage still reminding me of my injury. I looked over Oliver’s clothing, a light, blue linen shirt and a pair of long shorts, a pair of trainers on his feet that were tucked under the seat in front of him. He wasn’t exactly dressed for a very long flight, not compared to my comfy clothing.

‘How long have you been planning this?’ I pointed a finger, indicating around the plane.

He hummed. ‘Since last night.’

‘That last minute?’

‘After the final, I was so angry at you. I thought about leaving, catching the first flight back home but …’ he paused. ‘Honestly, after leaving England, I wasn’t sure where that was anymore. If I had one.’ Oliver looked to me. ‘So, I stayed, kept working with Jon. I tried drinking with Nico and Scottie. But the pair of them together are very annoying.’

It was still true. I’d spent enough time with the two of them to know how sickening they were together. Sickening, very cute and deeply in love. Gross.

Oliver continued, ‘And apparently, they are also terrible influences because it was them that brought up getting on the same plane as you and annoying you for the entire incredibly long flight. A plan that is going excellently, apparently.’

The brightness of his brilliant smile dimmed. ‘When I woke up, I wasn’t angry anymore. The storm had passed.’ He fell silent, the lump in his throat bobbing as he swallowed. ‘But something told me I wasn’t done yet. Not with you. I thought we could come up with a plan.’

I inhaled at the idea, the physical and emotional pain matching as I tucked his words away, somewhere deep where the idea of them couldn’t hurt me anymore. Instead, I dug up something else I’d been saving until I was able to see him in person.

‘I’m sorry,’ I apologized, ‘for everything I said.’

‘Or didn’t say,’ he added.

‘Are you the one making this apology or is it me?’

‘You might need to work on your delivery,’ Oliver teased.

I sighed, ignoring the stab in my ribs. I wanted to get this right, despite his need to interrupt me. ‘I’m sorry. For not listening. I regret it more than I can say.’

He paused, thinking through his response. ‘Thank you. I’m sorry for the ultimatum.’

‘It’s fine –’

‘No,’ he cut me off. ‘I had no right to demand that of you. It wasn’t fair or appropriate. It wasn’t what a friend was supposed to say or do.’

As much as I didn’t agree he needed to apologize, the words felt good to hear, like the argument was being fully forgiven. No more bad blood between us.

‘You had tried everything else,’ I reasoned, ‘I understand. Now. But in the moment, I didn’t give a fuck.’

He flashed me a knowing grin. ‘I noticed. How long is the recovery?’

‘I need a couple weeks to rest,’ I said, reciting what I had been told multiple times by the doctor. ‘Then gradually increase movement until it doesn’t hurt.’

He laughed. ‘Dylan Bailey resting? I’ll have to see it to believe it.’

I could only shrug. ‘Hey – doctor’s orders.’

I’d struggled with the idea at first, itching even in my hospital bed as I waited for an x-ray to confirm the injury. I felt like I was in hell when I first woke up, finally feeling the full extent of my injury after the adrenaline had subsided.

‘If a doctor had ordered you not to play in that final, would you have listened?’ he asked.

I hummed, pretending to even think about my answer. ‘No. But I know I need this.’ I tapped nervously against my thigh, trying to get my words right. ‘That’s why I retired. I … I can’t do this to my body anymore. I’m tired, Oliver. I’m sick of having hope and being crushed every time. It’s not like I can blame anyone else. It’s on me.’

His eyes searched mine. I wasn’t sure if he’d found what he was looking for when he sat back in his chair. ‘I understand. If you say you’re done, then you’re done.’

I tried my best to look away, to not linger on the curve of his neck, the line of his jaw. Damn the English and their obsession with producing the sharpest cheekbones I’ve ever seen in my life. I sat back in my chair, my hand lingering on the armrest, tapping rhythmically.

I was done. Right? I was tired and exhausted and calling it. Cause of death: the China Open.

I was used to him being hundreds of miles away, only reachable by phone, a friendship built on text messages and phone calls and one silly little bet. But as I reached out, my hand finding his, the sparks I felt with the touch were anything but friendship.

‘I appreciate you hearing me,’ I said, my head dipping to try and meet his gaze, the longer strands of his hair falling into his face. ‘When we met, you saw how close I was to quitting. Before anyone else, including myself, had realized. It’s kind of weird when you think about it.’

‘I’m the Dylan whisperer.’

I was forced to suffocate a laugh. ‘You’ve looked out for me these past weeks. And I’ll be forever thankful for that friendship.’

‘But this is what you need?’

‘I’ve been homesick for longer than I can remember. It feels a little strange knowing I’ll get to stay in any one place for more than a couple of weeks.’

‘That sounds nice. Standing still for a while.’ His tone plucked at my attention, the longing almost matching my own. I pushed the puzzle pieces together, our conversations on what comes next, if I’d ever thought about my career after tennis. Maybe I wasn’t the only one here who needed something different. Maybe that’s what had drawn us together in the first place.

‘You could stay with me,’ I suggested. ‘I have a place in Melbourne. I’ve only ever stayed there for a few weeks at a time, my sister upkeeps it for me, but it’s comfortable.’

I cringed at the thought of the close quarters, thinking of how awkward that might get. But we were both adults. In my youth, I’d roomed with other tennis girls with little complaint. I’m sure this wouldn’t be that much different.

Oliver’s smile pushed wide. ‘I mean, I assumed as much. I didn’t have time to book a hotel.’

I laughed, unable to keep the volume under control as I shook my head at him. Good thing it wasn’t only one bedroom, or he’d be crashing on the couch.

‘How long is your visa for?’ I asked, hoping he’d at least sorted that out before boarding; otherwise, things were going to get real dicey on the other end of this flight. I wasn’t sure if he’d even been able to catch an episode of Border Security: Australia’s Front Line, but if you had a suitcase full of seeds or hadn’t sorted out the right visa, you were about to be in a lot of trouble. And possibly on daytime TV.

‘It’s valid for a year,’ he said. He’d be used to the visa process, given he’d been multiple times for the competition.

‘Planning on staying for a while, huh?’

‘Only as long as it takes for you to realize you miss playing.’

‘That might take longer than a year, mate.’

He sighed, his attention leaving me. It felt like the sun had disappeared behind clouds, his spotlight had been so warm. Then it returned, the relief of it overwhelming as he declared, ‘I give you two weeks.’

I was weak to the smile that broke out across my face, unable to fight it. He was the only person that could make me feel like this, give me that buzz of electricity, make me feel like my old self again. It had been hard enough with him on the other side of the phone, of the world … and now he’d be staying with me?

How long could I pretend?

My eyes narrowed playfully. ‘That sounds like a new bet.’

‘Well, seeing as you claim to be retired,’ he said. I softly jabbed my elbow into his side. ‘I’ve won the last one. If you change your mind, let me train you.’

I cut him off. ‘Who said anything about you training me?’

‘I did. Just now,’ he sounded very pleased with himself. ‘I think I want to move into coaching. I’ve been thinking about it for a while now, and I think I’d be good at it.’

‘Feeling confident in your teaching skills, are we?’ I joked, but even as I said the words, I could see it for him. Everything he’d said to me. The reassurance he’d offered. His practical on-court experience. Of course there would be a learning curve, figuring out who best he would work with, but he could do it.

I’d bet Oliver Anderson could do anything he set his mind to. And even as I tried to push the idea away, I could see it. Us, working together. Us, together.

‘Well, I mean I am a Grand Slam winner. I think I’m somewhat qualified to give advice.’ He stuck out his tongue at me. ‘You come back, be my test subject for coaching, and of course, we can continue our bet. If you lose again, you get my trophy. Win in Melbourne, and you pick up my bar tab.’

‘I thought we said it was a round.’

‘I’m offering you free coaching.’ Oliver reasoned. ‘The tab is the least you can do.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘It is a pretty trophy.’

‘It’s Tiffany, you know,’ he recalled, a knowing look on his face. I remembered saying those words the first night we met. Who knew it would take us this far? The very trophy sitting above our heads.

‘I wonder if I can drink out of it.’

‘You can, in fact,’ he replied.

I turned to face him properly. ‘You didn’t!’

‘Mind you, the champagne tasted a bit weird, but I did wash it out first.’

I shook my head, wishing I could believe he was kidding, but it did seem like an Oliver thing to do. ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’

‘What do you say, roommate?’

‘Roommate?’ I laughed. ‘I think lodger overstaying his welcome might be more accurate.’

‘Now, Dylan, you can’t lie to me.’ He smiled, self-satisfied and goofy. He somehow could pull off both at the same time. ‘You know you’ll be begging for me to stay.’

The way he looked at me, the teasing glint in his eye, warmed something strange in my chest. Was it just me, or had somebody turned up the heat in this cabin? It had all started at that party in New York, a spark, even then, but one I’d managed to contain, to push down, to remember that big red stamp on his forehead that read ‘FRIEND ZONE’. But now, more than ever, could I risk wanting more with him?

I chuckled softly. ‘Maybe after a week of living with me, you’ll be praying for border control to change their minds and kick you out.’

‘So, you agree?’

‘I agree to you staying with me. Nothing else. I’m retired, and I mean it,’ I said firmly, needing my words to be heard. It would be nice to have company, but his coaching offer, it would have to be for somebody else. No matter how good it sounded.

He nodded, looking a little disappointed but smiling softly at me, nonetheless.

A feeling of déjà vu hitting softly. Everything had changed since that night in the hotel bar. And at the same time, so little.

With a squeeze of courage, I broke the silence between us. ‘But expect to be in charge of doing the dishes if you’re staying rent free.’

Oliver laughed, throwing his head back, and I tried to ignore how much I enjoyed the sound.

‘Glad we could come to some sort of arrangement, roomie,’ he said, something in his wild lopsided grin telling me I was absolutely going to regret agreeing to this.
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Oliver

The View Between Villages – Noah Kahan

I’d done something mad. But spending the long flight sitting next to her, in business class no less, didn’t feel too much like a punishment. I didn’t bring up the training again, seeing her reluctance to even consider the possibility she might be making a mistake, and kept my plans to myself.

The notes in my phone had been overflowing with ideas in the last few weeks, with people we could work with, the kind of team we could build. But instead of discussing coaching, we watched movies, pressing play at the same time and only wearing one earphone so we could still talk, sometimes the entire movie playing in the background. I couldn’t say the flight passed quickly, but spending time with her in person felt easy after all those months of conversation only over text messages and calls.

With my suitcase and the trophy in hand, I stood outside Dylan’s house, looking at the vast two-storey secluded home. It was surrounded by a wrap-around fence. The driver hadn’t enjoyed waiting for her as Dylan called her sister, trying to remember the security pin to open the gate.

‘Home, sweet home,’ Dylan muttered as she unlocked the front door. I looked around the vast hallway, ahead the stairs and to my left a doorway leading into a luxurious kitchen and living-room combo. An open area, a tall ceiling, dark wood beams cutting across, with the living room area at one end of the room, a kitchen at the other.

I let out a low whistle, leaving my suitcase behind. ‘This place is nice.’

She followed me through, heading to the kitchen to inspect the fridge. The light from inside lit up her face. ‘Lennon said she would get us the essentials. Milk, bread, etc. Are you alright with dairy?’

‘Dairy is fine.’ I nodded as I scanned the room, trying to learn all I could about her. A sofa and a couple of armchairs were crowded around a TV, a coffee table sitting in between. ‘Who’s Lennon?’

She moved away from the fridge, the only light in the room coming from the large windows either side, allowing the moonlight to shine in. There was something about how Dylan looked in the low light, a sultry look that made me too keenly aware of her slim, curving body, long legs, sharp features. She looked like she could eat me up, and I liked it.

‘My older sister.’ I watched as she walked around as if she was exploring her own home for the first time. Dylan continued, ‘She complained about it, but I pointed out that I was still the baby of the family, even if she has her own kid now.’

‘Once the baby of the family, always the baby.’

She looked at me, and you wouldn’t have known she was fresh off a long-haul flight. ‘Exactly.’

‘How many sisters do you have?’ I caught sight of tall bookcases, countless books displayed. I scanned the shelves, trying to find a title I might have heard of.

‘Two. Both are older,’ she said from behind me. ‘Lennon has one kid and Tessa two, all girls. I’m sure they will be upon us in a couple of days’ time.’

‘Sounds good,’ I smiled, looking over my shoulder at her.

I didn’t have any siblings to make nieces or nephews but some of my cousins’ kids always kept the family BBQs lively, friends’ kids too. They were fun, mischievous once they could run around. Great help on a tennis court when it came to collecting up the balls, too. Free labour and everything.

‘They’re cute.’ She made her way over to me, standing by my side. ‘I don’t get to see them often, but I’m excited for all the hugs and sticky hands.’

I watched her, her own attention lingering at the shelves ahead. I was struck again by how new this looked to her, Dylan clearly exploring around, as I was. She’d called it home, but maybe hadn’t spent enough time to actually feel comfortable here, spending months and months in far-off places.

‘Why is this empty?’ I nodded ahead at the top shelf that was suspiciously bare. The rest of the bookcase was bursting with books, trinkets and photos, but this shelf, in the centre, was completely empty, like its contents had been stolen.

She shifted uncomfortably on her feet. ‘Feeling nosy, are we?’

‘Just getting acquainted.’

‘I never really had time to unpack fully,’ she said. ‘There is a second bedroom but it’s still full of boxes. I hope an airbed is okay?’ Dylan looked over at me apprehensively, my attention temporarily drawn to her lips, the bottom one pulled between her teeth.

‘An airbed is fine.’ I was just happy I didn’t have to spend another night in a hotel. I tilted my head towards the shelf again, not quite satisfied. ‘Is that why this is completely empty?’

The unease was clear across her face as she admitted, ‘Not exactly.’

‘Design choice?’

‘It’s dumb.’ Her gaze landed anywhere but on me. And God, how I grew desperate to be under that spotlight again. I’d heard people throughout the years, other players discussing how cold and callous she was – on and off court, personally and professionally. But I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt a warmth like Dylan Bailey’s attention. It was singular, undivided and focused. It made me feel worthy of her time, spurred me into any action so I could hold it for just a little longer.

I was reluctant to dig any further, clearly reading the discomfort across her features. I offered up an excuse, letting her change the subject. ‘Were you going for minimalism?’

She took in a deep breath. ‘I was saving it.’

‘For the right knick-knacks?’

Dylan shook her head. ‘For a trophy.’

‘You do know they give out second-place trophies, Dylan.’

She laughed, the sound a little bitter. ‘Yes, and my collection is probably somewhere in the bedroom.’ She cleared her throat. ‘But keeping this shelf empty was supposed to “motivate” me to win. Bring home a winner’s trophy and put it here.’

Something settled uncomfortably in the pit of my stomach. ‘Did you really think that was a good idea?’

‘Felt like I was manifesting.’

I weighed how I’d feel if I left an empty shelf at home, haunting me for not being able to close out a tennis match. ‘Feels more like you were punishing yourself.’

She laughed again. ‘A little from column A, a little from column B.’

Her eyes found mine, the spotlight returning. For the first time, I felt like I could see past that hard, grumpy exterior I enjoyed, and instead, caught a glimpse behind the armour, to that delicate centre. Where she kept her heart, battered and bruised from crushed hope, safe from the world.

Dylan Bailey was a warrior, and even if hidden, she still had the battle scars to prove it.

‘Stay here,’ I said, heading towards the door.

‘What are you doing?’ her voice cried from behind me. ‘Oliver?’

I went back into the hallway, eyeing the velvet bag that I had set down beside my suitcase. I took a moment, remembering that day on court when I earned it. That day had meant everything, the very pinnacle I’d worked towards in my career.

Her day would come, but until then, I wouldn’t have this empty shelf haunting her.

Heading back into the room, I said, ‘If you hate me for this, then fine.’ I took a deep breath in as I closed the gap between us, meeting her again at the shelf. ‘Fill the shelf, Dylan.’

She stared at my hands, the snow globe with a replica Beijing skyline held out towards her. I’d spotted it in the airport, taking a moment to grab the souvenir, as it instantly reminded me of her.

‘It was a paperweight I threw,’ Dylan recalled, her voice cracking a little as she looked up at me. ‘Not a snow globe.’

I shrugged. ‘Do you think I’d give you your weapon of choice just after you agree to let me coach you.’

‘I did not agree to that.’

‘I give it a week.’

She shook her head, but didn’t say anything, falling uncharacteristically silent.

‘Stop torturing yourself with this shelf. It deserves to have something to display. It looks so sad and abandoned.’ I lifted it towards her again, urging her to take it. She took the plastic object from me, the glitter shimmering around as her fingers inspected.

She was resistant, but there was also something in her eyes, a glint, that told me something else. Her voice was a little hoarse as she said, ‘I suppose.’

‘You don’t have to, if you don’t want to. I know what this means,’ I offered, trying my best not to overstep again.

‘Can I see it?’ she asked. My brows furrowed in question. ‘Your trophy.’

I nodded, leaving her alone in the living room again. When I returned, heavy velvet bag in hand, the snow globe was unceremoniously sat on the shelf, my heart swelling at the sight. Progress.

A small curve grew across her lips as I pulled it from the bag, the silver still as shiny as the day I had first held it. Her eyes flickered to the trophy as she stretched out, taking the shining silver from me.

‘You drank out of this?’

‘I do not recommend it,’ I replied, the memory of a slight metallic taste returning to my tongue.

Dylan looked down at the trophy it as if it was as precious as a newborn. She turned, stretching up to place the trophy next to the snow globe.

‘She does look very pretty,’ she commented.

I was almost tempted to stretch my hand out towards Dylan’s, interlace her fingers in mine. ‘And doesn’t the shelf already feel a little less scary?’

‘Maybe.’ Dylan took a step away, her hands rubbing at her face, her eyes tired. ‘I’m exhausted. Let’s get that airbed blown up and then you can start to make yourself comfortable.’

I nodded, letting her lead the way out of the living room, and back to our bags in the hallway.

‘Let me take that up,’ I offered as she reached for her suitcase. ‘You can show me the room.’

Dylan paused, a hand going to her hip. ‘I am strong enough to take my suitcase upstairs, you know.’

‘I know.’ I didn’t dare mention the fractured ribs and the doctor’s orders. I also tried to ignore the fact I wanted to help her in whatever small ways she’d let me. Instead, I joked, ‘Let me earn my keep.’

She rolled her eyes, turning and mumbling all the way up the stairs, complaining about toxic masculinity, but I pretended not to hear, a suitcase in either hand as I followed her up.

She led me to the guest room, apologizing as she opened the door, ‘I’m sorry about all the boxes. I can start clearing the room out tomorrow.’

The bedroom would be spacious if it hadn’t been for the mountain of boxes, all stacked against one wall. She really hadn’t unpacked.

‘I’ll be fine. I’m used to worse,’ I said as she opened a box labelled ‘Guest’, digging inside for something. ‘It’s a nice place.’

‘Thanks.’ She pulled out a smaller box. ‘Now you can see why I’ve been homesick.’

‘With a place like this? I can understand,’ I said, ‘Is there a gym?’

She nodded her head towards the window. ‘At the other end of the garden. There’s a community tennis court nearby too.’

‘Nice.’ I stepped closer to the window. There wasn’t a lot to see through the darkness, but enough for me to make out a yard pool and the garage I suspected was used for the gym.

Dylan started to unpack an airbed, rolling it out along the floor. I reached out to help, ‘I can handle the airbed if you’re tired.’

‘No, it’s the least I can do. I would’ve offered you the actual bed, but I’ve been dreaming of my mattress since I left.’

‘I wouldn’t have accepted it from you anyway,’ I said, thinking about her ribs. I knew she was tired, knew how long she’d wanted to climb into a bed that was hers. ‘Go to bed. I can handle this.’

‘Are you sure?’ She looked over at me, a little guilty. ‘I’m being a terrible host.’

‘You are nothing of the sort. I’m the lodger,’ I smiled politely over at her, only feeling incredibly grateful for her hospitality during this surprise trip. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Let me get you some bedding.’ She left the room as I carried on with her work, plugging in the blow up bed. It took a few minutes, but by time Dylan returned, arms full of a large duvet and a couple of pillows, it was fully inflated. She placed them on the mattress.

Dylan watched me prepare the rest of the room, leaning against the doorframe, her eyes half-closed. ‘There’s some cereal in the kitchen, if you want breakfast tomorrow.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, trying to stifle my own yawn. ‘I think I’ll be sleeping in late at this rate.’

‘It’s been a long couple of days.’

The room was barely a bedroom, but no matter what, there wasn’t anywhere else I’d rather be, not if she wasn’t there with me.

I sent Dylan a tired smile. ‘I do appreciate you letting me crash here.’

Her eyes caught mine, a glint of something there. Then she caught me by surprise, her arms wrapping around my body, pulling me close into her. I hesitated only for a split second, not anticipating the forced proximity of her body to mine, but I relaxed easily into the embrace, my arms encircling her.

And as much as the hug was a surprise, the bigger surprise was how good it felt to have her this close to me, the brush of her skin against mine, her head tucking into my shoulder.

‘It’s nice to have company,’ she murmured against my shoulder, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘Goodnight, Oliver.’

On an instinct I didn’t know I had, I closed my eyes, tightening my arms to stop her leaving.

‘Goodnight, Dylan.’ I breathed in the last of her before her limbs untangled from around me.

Stepping back, she sent me a small, sleepy smile. ‘Sleep well. If you need anything, just shout.’

‘Will do,’ I said, watching her as she headed down the hallway, her steps slow and heavy. She opened the second door in the hallway and I realized how close her bedroom was to mine.

We were used to distance, miles and miles of it. Now, all that separated us was a wall.

Closing my own door, I finished setting myself up for bed, leaving unpacking for the morning, sleeping in only the briefs I already had on. I had expected to fall asleep quickly, given the travelling. But instead, I lay awake, staring up at the ceiling, thinking of my friend just down the hallway from me, and how her arms had felt around me, her body close to mine.

And, when I was starting to drift off, I was sure that these sheets smelled of her, her shampoo scent familiar after one hug, and suddenly, I was wide awake once again.
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Dylan

Rose-Colored Boy – Paramore

As it turned out, living with Oliver was a pain. And not because he was dirty or lazy. He was seemingly very well house trained, even putting the toilet seat back down when he was done. No, it was the way he insisted on helping or doing every single bit of housework, as if I was incapable of doing anything myself.

‘Oliver, is it okay if I go into your room?’ I shouted from midway up the stairs. It had only been a couple of days, but it felt wrong to go into the spare room without his permission.

Oliver appeared in the doorway of the living room, a bowl of cereal in hand. It was mid-afternoon, but given that neither of us seemed to be very good cooks, and the fact we had only quickly run around the supermarket with hats and sunglasses on to get the basics, cereal had become our snack of choice.

‘You don’t have to ask. This is your house.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘I’m going to bring down some boxes and start clearing some more space.’ I turned, taking a few steps up when I heard Oliver respond.

‘I’ll help.’ I looked back, watching him put down his bowl, following me up the stairs.

I tsked, heading into his room, noting his perfectly made-up bed as if it wasn’t just a blow-up mattress on the floor. Could he be a tiny bit less perfect?

‘I can do it,’ I replied, my arms wrapping round the first box I came across. It was quite light in my arms, but nonetheless, the fracture in my chest ached a little, stinging and reminding me I was still injured.

As I turned, Oliver appeared in the doorway, his height nearly filling the entire space. He looked around the space, his eyes flickering down to the very box in my hand. He stepped forward to take the box directly from me.

‘Here, let me help,’ he insisted, and I had to turn my body slightly away from him, as if to protect the box from Oliver’s grasp.

‘I’ve got this one,’ I replied, ‘just go enjoy your cereal.’

‘No, I want to help,’ he said. ‘Tell me what boxes you want and I can take them down.’

‘No, just …’ A slight frustration biting at the edges of my voice. I had been taking it easy since we arrived the day before yesterday. I could manage a few boxes. ‘I can do it myself.’

‘Of course you can,’ Oliver forced an unconvincing smile. ‘I just want to help.’

I considered continuing to fight him, but at the end of the day, I needed the boxes taken down and this was an offer of free labour. Who was I to turn it down?

A retired, injured tennis pro. That’s who.

‘Fine,’ I ground out. Craning my neck, I motioned to the boxes behind me. ‘I was going to take these downstairs and sort them out.’

‘Aye, aye captain.’

By the time I’d placed the box in the living room, Oliver had taken his third box downstairs, leaving them in the hallway instead of following me through to the living room. I considered taking them through but suspicious of what he was doing, I went to the spare bedroom instead, passing Oliver on my way up, his arms filled with another large box.

I was barely halfway back down the stairs, large box in hand, when Oliver appeared in front of me, smiling brightly.

‘I can take that.’ His hands replaced mine, taking the box and disappearing back down the stairs. I rolled my eyes, turning to go retrieve another.

This time I met him at the top of the stairs, the smile still on his lips. When he went to take the box from me, I pulled back from his grasp.

‘What are you doing?’

He feigned innocence, a vacant expression appearing across his face.

I tried again, ‘Is it some sort of helpfulness kink?’

‘I just like helping.’

‘No, you’re making sure I don’t lift anything. It’s getting ridiculous.’

‘Dylan,’ he pressed, but I carried on, an accusatory finger pointed.

‘Don’t tell me it’s in my head, I know what you’re doing.’

He sucked in a deep breath. ‘I’m not going to gaslight you.’ He paused, almost weighing up his options. ‘You’re injured.’

I rolled my eyes at him again, correcting, ‘I was injured.’

He carried on as if I hadn’t said anything. ‘And we both know you’re still supposed to be resting, taking it easy.’

‘It’s a couple of fractured ribs. It’s not like I lost a limb or something.’

Oliver swallowed, my eyes tracking every movement of his body. ‘I need you to heal properly. When you figure out that you aren’t done with tennis, your body will have healed properly and you can get back on the court as soon as possible.’

I threw my head back. This again.

He looked a little serious. ‘I’m sorry if I overstepped. I knew you wouldn’t like me bringing up the injury, I wanted to be helpful instead.’

‘Is there an option where you don’t do either?’

‘Nope.’ He looked a little too pleased with himself.

‘I can do things myself, Oliver.’

‘Of course you can. But you don’t have to. Why risk it?’

I knew he had a point, but that didn’t mean I liked it, or that I wanted this level of fawning over. And judging by the fact he had admitted he didn’t want to bring it up, he knew it too. I shifted my weight, the pain in my chest growing sharper, although whether it was from his attention or the weight of the box, I wasn’t sure.

‘Are you going to let me do anything?’ I asked, my tone a little bitter as I grew fed up with the baby treatment.

He leaned towards me. ‘Nobody can stop you from anything, Dylan,’ he said, his voice low. Slowly but surely, a small smirk grew across his lips, breaking the serious tone. ‘But I will try my best.’

I managed to resist rolling my eyes again. And instead, I sighed, asking, ‘What’s the middle ground here?’

A hand rose to cover his wide mouth. ‘Compromise? From Dylan Bailey?’ His hand moved to his chest as if he was a scandalized woman in a Jane Austen novel. ‘I might die from the shock of it all.’

‘Very funny,’ I said. ‘If I let you take them downstairs for me, and I start unpacking there, would that make you happy?’

‘That would, thank you.’

Without another second’s delay, I stepped forward, thrusting the box into his arms, my hands meeting his temporarily, something under my skin sparking at the contact with his. Oliver almost lost his balance on the first step under my speed, not expecting me to throw the box at him. If he wanted to carry them downstairs, then fine. Let him at it.

‘I only want a couple more downstairs,’ I instructed, sliding past him. ‘We can sort the rest out later.’

‘No problem.’

I focused on the boxes in the living room, opening them up and inspecting the contents. I wasn’t very far into the job when Oliver joined me, the last of the boxes in his arms. Apparently with me not around, he was happy to show off and carry multiple at a time.

We both started to open them up. I rediscovered living room cushions and blankets that I’d tucked away, while Oliver found my DVD collection.

‘Why on earth …’ Oliver asked, trailing off. I could hear him across the room, muttering a count under his breath, ‘do you have four copies of The Princess Diaries?’

He held them all up, fanned out.

‘First of all, one of those is The Princess Diaries 2: Royal Engagement.’

He turned the boxes around, easily spotting the odd one out.

‘Second of all,’ I continued, ‘my sisters and I did not understand the concept of sharing. But when they moved out of my parents’ house, I got to keep all their old copies.’

‘Who even still watches DVDs?’ his eyebrows squished together as he frowned at them.

‘Loads of people,’ I answered. ‘Sometimes the movie you want to watch isn’t available on streaming. And there’s an experience with a DVD player, the quality of the film, not having to wait for the film to buffer. The nostalgia alone.’

‘But three copies of the same film?’

I could only shrug. ‘I’ll admit that it’s a little overkill.’

‘Do you even have a DVD player? I got rid of mine years ago,’ he said, pulling out title after title, inspecting every single one with the same strange look on his face. Then he pulled out a smaller case, a CD album. ‘Or something that could play this? The speaker in the kitchen looks like it’s bluetooth only.’

I shook my head. ‘That doesn’t matter.’

‘That’s not an answer.’

‘I’m sure there will be a DVD player upstairs.’ It was a small white lie as I tried to shrug his questioning off. But his eyes only narrowed as he issued another challenge.

He stared at me, long and hard, before he said, ‘Let’s go get it then. We can plug it in and have a Princess Diaries marathon.’

I tried my best to stare him down, pressing my lips as I refused to tear my gaze away from him. ‘I’m sure it’s on streaming.’

‘Oh no,’ Oliver laughed, ‘I want this DVD experience you speak of so highly.’

I bit my lip, fighting the temptation to pretend to go upstairs and search, pretend I couldn’t find it and hope it satisfied him enough. But the pain in my chest was still too sore, the concept of getting up, clambering up the stairs and poking at boxes for another ten minutes seemed terrible.

‘Fine. I’m pretty sure it broke,’ I relented, ‘but I’ll get a replacement.’

Oliver rolled his eyes at me as he imitated, ‘Why bother if it’s on streaming?’

‘Not the point.’

‘No, the point is that you …’ he trailed off, a gleeful glint shining brightly in his eyes, ‘are a secret hoarder.’

‘I am not.’

‘You are,’ he argued.

I motioned around the living room. ‘This place barely has anything in it.’

‘Because it’s all packed away,’ he replied. ‘You are hiding your hoarding tendencies, but I know the truth.’

‘You have no idea what you are talking about,’ I said.

I grabbed my phone, opening up the browser to find and order a DVD player. Prove him wrong. Oliver huffed at the box full of DVDs, clearly refusing to unpack it, before digging into another.

My attention turned to the phone, scrolling through the admittedly very limited options when Oliver spoke.

‘Oh.’

‘What is it?’ I looked up at him, jumping to a conclusion. ‘Please don’t tell me you’re going to complain about my VHS collection. I promise, it’s very small.’

Oliver looked up, but almost as soon as his eyes met mine, his cheeks burned with a deep pink, the heat of them almost radiating, and his gaze cast down again.

‘No, it’s nothing.’ He quickly closed the top of the box.

‘You’re just going to ignore the fact I have a VHS collection?’

‘I’m going to put this one to the side.’ He said the words quietly, pushing the box away from him. Far away. ‘You can take it and sort it out later.’

‘Now I’m allowed to carry boxes?’ I joked, enjoying every bit of his strange reaction.

‘You are allowed to carry this specific box.’ This time, his eyes did meet mine. And it was like a lock perfectly sliding into place, the realization kicking in. This was not my VHS collection.

‘What’s in the box?’ I asked carefully. Oliver stared ahead. He blinked once. As if his soul was returning to his body, he shivered. ‘Oliver?’

‘Just leave it for later,’ he insisted, but I was already too curious to ignore it. After all, what could be so bad?

‘I think I need to know now,’ I pressed, shuffling forward on my knees to stretch out towards it.

‘You absolutely should not.’ His arms stretched out, but I was faster, sliding the box along the floor closer to me, the weight of it rather light. Oliver leaned forward on his hands and knees. ‘Dylan, don’t do it.’

I stared ahead at him for a long time, weighing up my options. But in the end, curiosity killed the cat, and slowly my fingers pulled open the top. My reaction was immediate, my cheeks burning hotter than Oliver’s as I took in the sight.

‘Oh my god,’ I whispered. First, it was the delicate scraps of lace underwear that caught my attention, the deep purples, hot pinks, racy reds. Then a purple dildo, countless vibrators, candy-floss flavoured lube.

‘OH MY GOD!’ I looked up, my gaze meeting Oliver’s – a split second too long – and diverted straight down once again, spotting yet more embarrassing objects. Lengths of rope. Condoms. The black fluffy handcuffs that I only had because of a hen party (but kept for an entirely different reason). Every time I looked, it got worse, my eyes catching on another embarrassing flash of silicon.

In the background to all of this, Oliver started rambling nervously. ‘I didn’t know what was in there, I swear. I opened the lid and there it all was, assaulting my eyeballs.’

‘It was sealed,’ I stated clearly, pushing down all the embarrassment, the memory of packing away this box very clear in my mind. I’d taped it up, wrapping the Sellotape around the box to ensure anyone who opened it would have their work cut out for them. Other than throwing it in a river with a pile of rocks, it was the only way I’d thought to hide its contents from anyone else. With a very nosy family, I’d thought stamping ‘PRIVATE’ all over it would only elicit closer inspection.

‘It was barely taped up,’ Oliver said. ‘Look, we’ve both seen …’ he trailed off, as if he was trying to find the right words as he motioned wildly to the box still wide open between us, ‘… adult toys before.’

I gulped at his choice of words.

‘Let’s just pretend this never happened,’ he suggested.

I inhaled deeply, almost enjoying the sting of my ribs. Pretending this never happened felt like the best way out of this situation. Especially when I saw the clear horror on Oliver’s face, reading his tensed jaw and the white-knuckled grip of his hand.

I wasn’t ashamed of what was in that box, but he had made it clear from the start that this was a friendship. The idea Oliver could think I’d been trying to turn this into something more with him discovering this box … I pushed the thought away, comforting myself with the fact I couldn’t have anticipated this, not when he’d fought me to help.

Stretching out, I offered a handshake. ‘This never happened.’

He looked between me and the box before his hand unclenched, locking with mine in agreement. ‘It never happened.’

I pushed to my feet, pressing the top of the box closed, then leaning down to lift it. ‘I’ll get rid of this.’

Oliver’s mouth opened as if to automatically offer to help, his body shifting as if to follow, but I cut him off before he could.

‘Do not offer to help. I can handle it,’ I stated clearly, the box light and comfortable enough.

‘I think it might be best.’ His tense body relaxed as he reseated himself on the floor.

I left, heading straight for my bedroom, my cheeks still burning red. At least I knew where things stood with Oliver, a clear reminder of how we should act.

Friends and nothing more. Fine by me, I could work within those drawn-up boundaries. Use the reminder of this moment every time I noted how handsome he seemed to look no matter the light. Every time the electric pulse sparked under my skin whenever it touched his. Every moment I would almost swear, if we hadn’t already agreed that we were just friends, that he might be flirting.

I stood on the very tips of my toes, stretching up to place the box on the top shelf of my closet, certain it would be safe from prying eyes and nosy people. And with a deep inhale, I tucked away some better-left-unexplored feelings up there too.
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Oliver

Keep Driving – Harry Styles

‘I’m going to starve to death if I don’t eat soon,’ Dylan complained as her stomach rumbled loudly in agreement. My eyes narrowed on her, wondering if she had such control over her own body that she could get it to grumble on command.

My eyes found the clock now hanging on the wall, which we’d put up together. It was maybe a little lopsided, but we’d tried our best.

‘It’s about dinner time,’ I said, ‘We could make something.’

‘We have nothing in,’ Dylan complained. If there was one thing I had learned living with her, it was that despite neither of us training, our bodies didn’t seem to realize they didn’t need as much fuel, meaning all the easy-to-grab food we had bought after our supermarket shop had very quickly disappeared.

‘We have that stir-fry,’ I suggested, looking over at the kitchen, my wary gaze landing on the fridge.

She hummed, ‘What about take-out?’

‘We have food in the house. We don’t want it to go to waste.’

‘But pizza,’ she countered, my own stomach rumbling at the idea. Dylan opened her phone, no doubt searching for the first pizza delivery she could find.

‘We had pizza last night,’ I said, but she only waved my words away.

‘That was frozen. This is vastly different.’ She kept her eyes on her phone, scrolling through the possible toppings. ‘Besides, I don’t want to cook.’

I noted what we’d had to eat since we’d arrived, realizing that it had all been foods you could throw in the oven or microwave. Absolutely nothing that hadn’t been a take-out was boiled or fried.

‘Don’t want to …’ I trailed off, raising a playful eyebrow at her, ‘or can’t?’

Her phone lowered. ‘I can cook,’ she argued, sitting up straight. ‘I know how to turn the oven on and off.’

‘But can you cook?’

‘Of course,’ she rolled her eyes, ‘it can’t be that hard.’

‘Then prove it. We can do it together.’

The slightest hint of a worried expression crept onto her face. ‘Can you cook?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘but like you said, it can’t be that hard. Especially with an experienced chef.’

She mumbled as I stood up from the sofa, the look of worry increasing with every moment, ‘I might have oversold my skills if you are labelling me as an experienced chef, unless there’s, like, a private chef that’s about to arrive and cook the stir-fry for us.’

I stepped beside her. ‘It will be fine.’

She remained unmoved, her legs crossed. ‘I’m unconvinced.’ But despite her words, her hands met mine mid-air, and I used them to help get her up off the sofa. We both made our way over to the kitchen.

I couldn’t remember whose idea a chicken stir-fry was, but as I looked down at the ingredients, I considered going back on my plan and telling her to order the pizza instead.

‘Do you want to chop the chicken or the vegetables?’ I offered, pointing at the raw ingredients.

Her head spun towards me. ‘I’m handling a knife?’ she asked, incredulous. ‘What if I lose a finger?’

I shook my head at her, passing her the onion and chilli. ‘You can cut the vegetables with the small knife.’

‘It’s all a sharp, pointed edge to me.’

I turned my attention to the chicken, trying to remember the basic food hygiene I knew I had been taught at some point. It wasn’t our fault directly that we couldn’t cook. A lot of this had been covered for us, our strict diets maintained with pre-made ready meals that were prepared by private chefs. If we couldn’t stick it in the oven or microwave, then it was officially out of our depth.

I washed my hands and transferred the meat to a hot pan, checking on Dylan’s onion-cutting skills as she muttered under her breath, ‘Damn, these really go for your eyes.’

Once the onion was chopped, each slice a different size from the last, and added to the pan, she quickly turned to the chilli.

‘Have you seen how many seeds there are in here? How am I supposed to get rid of these?’ She started to press at the seeds with her fingers, removing them one by one.

‘Here, let me do it,’ I offered, switching sides with her as I passed her my spatula. ‘You need to move the chicken and onion around to keep them from burning.’

‘Oh, okay.’ She sounded a little uncertain as she took the spatula from me, but after a moment of pushing the ingredients around the pan, she said, ‘This isn’t that difficult.’

I grinned at her, ‘Look at us, cheffing.’

‘Who needs cooking lessons?’ she grinned back, my heart stuttering at the sight of her. Her hair was pushed back behind her ears, face clear. She was beautiful. My friend Dylan was beautiful.

I looked away from her, my own reminder twisting my gut. What was wrong with seeing it? Acknowledging it?

I swallowed, attempting to refocus on the chilli in front of me when, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a terrible, terrible mistake happening.

‘Dylan, no!’ I cried, smacking her hands away from her eyes.

‘What?’ She stared at me with the fury of a thousand storms. After a second, the fury melted away to confusion, her eyes blinking as if to wash out an irritant. The chilli.

‘Wait, oh my god. Why is it stinging?’ Dylan flapped about, tears streaming out of her eyes.

All the while, I tried my best not to laugh and instead help. ‘Come here. I’ll wash your eyes out. Don’t –’ I cut off, pulling her hand away from her face again. ‘Don’t touch your face. Assume you are completely contaminated.’

Carefully, I guided her out of the kitchen, my hands on both of her arms as I took her through to the downstairs bathroom, sitting her down on the closed toilet. While she waited, I grabbed a clean towel, running it under the tap.

‘Do not touch your face,’ I ordered over my shoulder at her, watching her as she lowered her hands again, tucking them under her thighs as if to restrain herself. I turned back, kneeling down in front of her, my legs spread, her in between them.

Had we ever been this close?

I swallowed involuntarily at the realization, trying to ignore the little things I couldn’t help but notice at this proximity. Instead, I reached towards her, hesitating in mid-air.

‘Can I touch you?’ I asked, frozen, as I made sure she was okay with the contact.

‘Fuck. Yes,’ she immediately replied, sounding more and more distressed. ‘Anything. Just make it stop.’

I slid one hand against her soft cheek, tilting her head to the side to give me a better view of her left eye. Carefully, I used the wet cloth to clean it out, wiping at her closed eyelid.

‘It’s going to be fine,’ I said softly. ‘Let me know if I hurt you.’

I switched sides, making sure to use a different side of the cloth to wipe her other eye. She opened her left as if I did, squinting at me, the white of her eye tinged red. ‘I know our chef skills are limited,’ I began, ‘but who doesn’t know not to touch their eyes after chopping chillies?’

‘I thought it wouldn’t matter,’ she cried. ‘Or hurt that much. Are you sure you don’t want to order take-out?’

I smirked, shaking my head. ‘No, we are adults. We can absolutely do this.’

‘We aren’t adults. We are professional athletes who’ve never had to cook a meal in their entire lives,’ she argued back. ‘And now I’m a retired athlete with one eye.’

‘You’re going to be fine,’ I replied, finishing up my wiping, making sure to clean up the residual dampness. Slowly, her other eye opened, and the deep brown of her eyes swallowed me whole. My gaze searched her face, at first for any sign of discomfort, but when they found none, instead I took her in. Her rosy cheeks, full eyebrows, plump full lips. My hand, still touching her, pushed up along her jaw, tucking her long hair that had escaped back behind her ear.

‘Does it still hurt?’ I whispered, my eyes back to hers. They were still a little red, but she was wincing less.

I wasn’t sure if she was aware she did it, but she pulled her bottom lip in between her teeth before shaking her head softly. Instead of pulling away, like I thought she would, she leaned into my touch, her face completely held in my hands delicately.

I could … The thought bubbled up inside of me, growing bigger and more uncontrolled with every passing moment.

I could kiss her. Not moving closer to her was like fighting gravity, the strain on my body pulling all of my energy and self-control.

Kiss her, see if it feels like I’ve imagined these last few nights. I swallowed, my legs shifting under my weight, pulling me closer. Her hand slipped around my waist, the touch so warm, so soft and gentle in a way I’d never imagined Dylan could be.

Neither of us dared to talk, the silent exchange enough as I closed my eyes and dared to lean forward, using the last small tendrils of my self-control to rest my forehead on hers. I felt weak, reduced to this one need, this one thought. This one want.

My heart thumped in my chest, my fingers almost shaking. When did this happen? This feeling that felt far too big. Was it the last few days, hanging out on her sofa, laughing at each other’s jokes, staying more still than I had in years? Was it the moment she stepped out of my text messages and back in front of me? Was it that night at the party, when I watched her strike out with one of my mates? When exactly did I start wanting to touch Dylan like this?

An alarm erupted in the hallway behind us, the connection instantly shattered as we pulled away.

‘Fuck!’ I swore, jumping up, away from her. I ran through to the kitchen, the room full of smoke. I found a towel, using it to insulate my hand from the smoking pan, moving it off the hot hob, practically throwing it into the sink.

Dylan ran after me, pausing to take in the scene before coughing from the smoke. She turned, the alarm still blaring at us, and slid open the back door to let the smoke escape. I opened another window to create a breeze to push the smoke out. The blaring of the alarm stopped, and I turned around to see Dylan standing on top of a stool, pressing the button to silence it.

I headed over to her, offering her a hand as she climbed down, her descent a little wobbly. She grinned widely as her eyes caught mine, watery from the chilli and the smoke.

‘How do you feel about take-out now?’ she joked.

‘Yeah,’ I said, still trying to align the confusing feelings I had towards her, the tug to pull her close to me again, to tangle my fingers in her flowing hair, to feel her against me. She was supposed to be a friend, my healed heart shuttered away, safe from more damage.

But if that was true, why did it hurt to look at her and pretend it could stay this way?

‘We might not be cut out for this after all.’ I forced a small temporary smile to my lips, realizing I might need to book a plane ticket back to the UK before it was too late.
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Oliver

Close to You – Gracie Abrams

One week. That was my limit on the airbed. The support under my back shifted with every toss and turn, attempting in the middle of the night to try and get the inflation to just the right place like I was Goldilocks.

And to make it worse, it wasn’t the mattress that kept me rolling over. Even if I found sleep, visions of long brown hair, deep hazel eyes, a slight smirk, the teasing chorus of her voice, they all tore me awake. Bolting up in a cold sweat. Blood hot and racing; that is, the blood that wasn’t sent directly to my dick. There was no relief. No matter the number of nervous, quiet midnights wanks like I was living back in my parents.

By night seven I was officially done, relegating myself to the sofa downstairs, but not before I kicked the air mattress for good measure as I gave in. I grabbed my pillows and duvet, dragging them into the hallway feeling too much like a kid off to build a pillow fort.

At least it would be comfier.

Creeping quietly out into the hallway, my eyes landed on Dylan’s closed door. She was right there. One thin wall away. I’d never been this aware of someone else’s presence.

I inhaled deeply, holding onto that edge of control that was wearing thinner as I carefully headed down the stairs, the distance doing nothing to lessen the hold she had on me.

Those eyes. Long legs. Unusually small hands. Everything about her was hyper magnified now that I was with her all the time. We’d gone from almost zero in-person contact to sleeping under the same roof, and she’d stayed exactly where she was, sitting on the edge of my every thought, driving me mad.

Reaching the sofa, I cleared off the small cushions, setting them to the side. Dylan had called them ‘decorative’ and they had to be, because they were far too small and firm to be used as actual cushions. Just as I got my pillows in the right place, my feet sticking out at the end, the sofa too short, I realized I’d left my phone upstairs. I was planning on sneaking back before morning, before she found me here and discovered how I despised that air mattress so much that I was forced to sleep somewhere else.

I wouldn’t be the one to blame for someone else becoming that so-called mattress’s next victim. I’d sooner pop the damn thing.

I was at the top of the staircase when I first heard it. A sob? I stood frozen, eyes glued to Dylan’s door where I was sure I heard the noise. Maybe a nightmare? I didn’t have to wait long before there was another one, a little louder and easier to hear. Taking a step closer, I weighed up what to do. Should I knock and try to wake her up? Leave her, hope she woke herself up?

I was trying to recall what I’d read about sleepwalkers when there was another noise. Not a sob or a cry. But a moan. And another. Loud enough to be heard through the pine door that might as well be paper.

My feet felt like they were trapped in cement, stuck to the ground only a metre away from her door, torturing myself with the whimpers, the moans I could hear, the light buzzing that told me this was no dream. It might have been for me, although whether it was a nightmare or a wet dream so powerful it had me almost certain it was reality, I was still yet to decide.

I swallowed, realizing how heavy my breathing had become. Standing outside her door, listening to her … come undone, like I was a pervert, reality crashing in around me as I forced myself to take a step and then another down the stairs, towards the safety of the couch.

‘Oliver.’

I heard my name. I HEARD MY NAME.

I span around on the spot, peering up the stairs at her door, expecting it to be wide open, expecting to be caught red handed. But the hallway was still empty and unlit, the noise from her room quiet now. A second realization dawned on me.

I would never wonder how my name would sound coming from (my friend) Dylan’s mouth as she came. Never have to wonder what kind of rasp it would carry. Because now I knew, the sound seared into my memory like a torturous brand. Much like the inside of the box, and now the image of her, wrapped up in her bed sheets, her fingers in between her legs. A toy vibrating between her thighs.

I told myself I’d misheard. Maybe she knew a different Oliver. Maybe … maybe anything other than it being my name.

Now all I had to do was survive the rest of my trip without losing my mind around her. A situation I felt was less and less likely every day I spent here.
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Dylan

New Perspective – Noah Kahan

‘Don’t be nervous,’ I said, staring over at the house tucked off the road by a manicured lawn, a stone path leading up to the porch and a cutesy red door.

‘I’m not nervous,’ Oliver replied from the passenger seat beside me.

I took a deep breath in. ‘It’s only my parents,’ I started, looking up to the front window, my childhood bedroom. I remembered climbing onto the porch roof, falling off the grating and down into Mum’s favourite flower bed. I was never sure what she was madder about, me sneaking out to parties or squishing her grevillea flowers. I continued, ‘And the rest of the family.’

Beside me, Oliver kept his voice calm, as if the problem was him. ‘I love parents. I’m great with sisters –’

I turned to face him, biting my lip. ‘I wasn’t talking to you.’

His brows pressed together, a bewildered smile playing on his lips. ‘Why are you nervous?’

‘I don’t know,’ I lied, the list truly endless. ‘Something about all my close family members in one room really freaks me out. Like, it should only happen at funerals or Christmas, and it is neither. They are very loud and opinionated. Whatever you do, don’t agree to play Monopoly.’

‘What’s wrong with Monopoly?’

‘What isn’t wrong with that game?’ I rolled my eyes. Maybe I hadn’t prepared him properly for the chaotic Bailey storm he was walking into. Being the fifth in a loud family had been a lot, not to mention the cousins and second cousins. I was always the youngest, always feeling out of place, and never allowed to pick the Monopoly token I wanted.

‘Come on,’ he said, a bouquet of flowers and a bottle of wine in one hand, his other on the door handle. ‘It won’t be that bad,’ he added, climbing out into the Australian summer heat.

I repeated his words in a high-pitched voice, locking the rental car behind us.

‘You know,’ I said, jogging to catch up with him, ‘it’s not too late to back out.’

‘Why would we do that?’ he said, taking a step onto the path, his gaze inspecting Mum’s flowers.

‘Australians,’ I replied, with a shrug. ‘Dad could have a trained Drop Bear for when I bring boys home.’

He laughed as we arrived at the front door. ‘Oh, I’m sure I’ll be fine.’

I barely had the chance to reply before the door in front of us swung open, my dad on the other side. Immediately, I was wrapped up in a hug, his loud calls for my mum ringing in my ear.

‘Oh, it’s good to see you. It’s been months! How are you healing up?’ my dad asked, his arms only getting tighter around me. His grey hair brushed against my cheek, the familiar smell of him surrounding me.

‘I’m good, how are you going?’ I stretched my own arms around him, closing my eyes for a second to enjoy the embrace. God, I’d missed him.

‘I am old.’ Dad’s arms released me. He turned to my left, eyeing Oliver suspiciously. ‘Who’s this fellow?’ he teased.

‘This is Oliver. He’s a friend,’ I said, offering him up as if he was a sacrifice. ‘Oliver, this is Thomas, my dad.’

Dad’s wild brows creased together. ‘Anderson?’ he gruffed.

Oliver smiled politely, any fear hidden well. ‘The very one.’

Dad’s posture relaxed, his hand stretched out. ‘I like the way you serve. It’s always very good.’

Oliver’s hand met his for a quick shake. ‘That’s why they call me the best.’

Dad turned, almost pushing Oliver inside the house, as if he was going to make a run for it while he still could.

‘Nobody calls you the best,’ I teased, following them inside.

He was spared a single moment, looking over his shoulder at me as he winked. ‘I have fans. Stalkers too.’ And then he was completely lost to me, the hoard of family members descending on him. My sisters Lennon and Tessa crowded in, my mum behind her, my nieces at their feet, all welcoming Oliver and me.

‘Everyone, this is Oliver. He’s a friend,’ I shouted, trying to get everyone introduced at once, but my voice was drowned out by the voices.

‘Is this Dylan’s boyfriend?’ I heard Tessa asking Mum.

‘He’s not my boyfriend,’ I shouted out, Oliver’s head swivelling towards me, that smile, once confident, now turning a little panicked.

I saw Lennon leaning in to Tessa, her voice loud enough for me to hear. ‘Isn’t he staying with her?’

‘He’s in the spare,’ I yelled.

Lennon’s brown eyes met mine, a flash of a cocky expression sent my way. ‘Last time I checked there wasn’t a bed in the spare.’

I sent her a scowl, the hoard slowly moving with us, through to the much wider kitchen. ‘There’s a blow-up bed in there and you know it.’

‘Awfully touchy, isn’t she?’ I saw Tessa looking rather pleased with herself, and I was about to say something I’d regret when Mum cut through the chaos.

‘Everyone out!’ she shouted, her voice unwavering, ‘You can meet them when they’ve had a moment to breathe. Everyone in the yard.’

My sisters grumbled a similar command to their children, the hallway quickly emptying as Mum pulled me in for a hug.

‘How you going, bug?’ she said into my shoulder. ‘It’s good to have you home.’

I really, really squeezed her back, taking a proper moment to enjoy the hug. I loved my dad, but there was something about that first hug from Mum that got me, that said ‘you are home, relax’. When I released her from my grasp, I introduced her to Oliver, him earning his own hug from her.

‘It’s nice to have you.’ She smiled up at him. ‘I hope Dylan’s feeding you well. She’s not much of a cook.’

He looked at me, as if to joke ‘who knew?’ While Mum had her back turned to me, I held my middle finger up to him, hiding it as she turned around.

‘She’s doing just fine.’ He smiled politely.

‘Well, there’s a barbeque outside,’ Mum said to us both, taking my hand, her fingers running over my palm. ‘We’ve got some burgers and sausages going; food won’t be long.’ She turned to me as she released my hand. ‘Everyone is in the yard when you are ready.’ Mum left us, heading into the kitchen.

Oliver let out a low whistle, taking a moment to look around. ‘The childhood home of Dylan Bailey.’ He rubbed his palms together, a mischievous glint in his eyes. ‘What will we uncover?’

‘Probably a lot of tennis trophies.’

‘All second place, I assume,’ he jabbed.

I mocked fake offence. ‘You are rude. I welcome you to my home, I feed you –’

‘We almost set fire to the house,’ he interrupted.

‘And this is how you repay me?’ I couldn’t help the stupid fucking grin across my lips. Having him around was unexpected from the moment he’d appeared beside me on the plane. And despite his first instances being annoying (read: persistent and unwanted helpfulness), he’d grown on me. It had taken me over a week to visit my family because for the first time in months, I wasn’t painfully lonely.

And because I wasn’t ready to face my sisters calling him my boyfriend without my cheeks going a particular bright berry shade of red. He wasn’t anything close to a boyfriend. And I was growing painfully, horribly aware of that fact. Mostly because I had to keep reminding myself of it.

We headed through to the yard, my dad working the grill, eyeing Oliver suspiciously as he menacingly rotated a sausage. We sat down next to my sisters, Oliver instantly getting acquainted with them and their husbands, the handshake into a hug combo working overtime. Two minutes in the door and it was like he was already at home.

Oliver continued to bear up well under the third degree, batting away all my relatives’ questions while my two older nieces dashed about, running circles around his seat. Meanwhile, Oliver looked at ease in a navy shirt, a pair of stone-grey shorts, and Ray-Bans. He fitted into the Australian climate better than me.

‘I’ll go get us a drink. I’m sure Mum’s already on it.’ I excused myself only when I was sure Oliver could hold his own against my relatives. He smiled confidently back at me, my brother-in-law going in again to ask him about what shoes he wears on court, and if he could have a signed pair to sell on eBay.

Sure enough, Mum was pottering around the kitchen. Her frown didn’t ease as she glanced up at me from the counter.

‘I assume Oliver wants a beer?’ she said, barely even looking my way as she continued to chop some lettuce. I admired her chopping skills, the quick confident movement of the blade. All I’d managed was a stupid onion and even I knew I’d done it wrong.

‘I guess so,’ I said, leaning against the counter. ‘I drove us.’

She nodded, throwing the lettuce into a bowl. Mum turned, heading to the fridge. ‘We have Pepsi or ginger beer.’

‘I’ll have a ginger beer, thanks.’ My fingers gripped at the cool marble counter, a sixth sense screaming at me. The odd quietness to her that told me all was not calm in Mum land.

‘I’ll add a lime,’ she said, the words themselves rather zesty. She took the fruit to the chopping board, silently rolling it between her palm and the counter.

Sucking in a breath, I dared to ask, ‘How are things with you?’

‘Oh, it’s all the same.’ She kept looking down, slicing the lime into perfect wedges. ‘Your dad’s back has been acting up again.’

‘Did he go to the doctor?’ I asked, still studying her as she moved around, grabbing a glass, opening the bottle, pouring my drink.

‘You know your dad.’ She shrugged, still not looking at me.

I hummed in response, entirely unsure what else to ask. But if I knew Mum, she’d crack on her own. And soon. She reached out towards me, passing me the glass, her head turning to look at me. Her green eyes were assessing, sharp, and I braced myself for impact.

‘Something funny happened the other week,’ she said, and I began to regret leaving Oliver. I should’ve sent him instead.

‘Oh?’ I took a sip, hoping the liquid would drown out the fight or flight response building.

She hummed, ‘I woke up one day and I’d seen my daughter – my youngest daughter – collapsed in the middle of a tennis court.’ I bit down on my bottom lip, anxiety building. ‘And to top that off, she didn’t call. I got a text in the middle of the night. Two words. “I’m fine”. Not to mention that damn coach of yours. She was useless.’ She grabbed a tea towel, throwing it over one shoulder as she turned, leaning back on the counter. Arms crossed.

‘It wasn’t her fault. I fired her,’ I said simply.

Her eyes went wide, her head nodding. ‘Oh yes, because on top of that, I found out from the news the same youngest daughter had decided to retire?’ I was dead. I was so dead. She continued, hardly missing a beat, ‘Retiring from the sport me and her father helped her with for her entire childhood.’

‘Mum,’ I pressed, but she didn’t stop. And why would she? She was on a roll.

‘Driving her around Victoria to her matches, paying for her lessons, her coaching, the rackets and kit. I had to get really good at washing whites, and in a family of five that’s no joke.’ She counted each thing off on her fingers, like this list has been building ever since the news broke. ‘Then there was that awful friend of yours –’

My eyebrows bunched together. ‘Who do you mean?’

She tsked loudly, as if even speaking the name annoyed her. ‘Avery. She still stops by unannounced.’

I stood still as I racked my brain, trying to think over all the possible times they had spoken, been together. Since we used to compete in the same competitions, we would all travel a lot together, with one set of parents managing two kids. We’d all spent a lot of time with each other, and I’d never noticed that they felt this way. ‘You don’t like her?’ I asked.

‘Never.’ She pursed her lips, ‘She was a fine player, but she was never as good as you, and I always thought she knew it. Then after she quit, I felt like she still hung onto you.’

I frowned, her words not quite making sense to me. ‘What do you mean? She was in that accident, Mum. Her leg was –’

‘I know she was in a crash, Dylan,’ Mum interrupted. ‘But have you ever wondered if it was really the injury that ended her career?’

I blinked at her, taken aback. ‘What else would it be?’

‘I just think it’s strange, that’s all.’ Mum hesitated, looking down at her hands before shaking her head slightly, almost as if she regretted bringing it up. ‘She recovered, didn’t she? Fully, from what I remember.’

‘That’s not what she told me,’ I replied, remembering those months, getting the call while I was away, playing on the tour. ‘She was in rehab, she was struggling and then, it only took her so far. It wasn’t the same after.’

‘Are you sure?’ Mum asked, her eyes locking onto mine. ‘Or is that just what she’s told you?’

I froze, Mum’s words sinking in slowly. I could feel the confusion swirl inside me. ‘What are you trying to say?’

‘I’m not saying anything definitive,’ she replied quickly, raising her hands as if to calm me. ‘But think about it, Dylan. Why didn’t she try to come back? Why didn’t she push through like you would have?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said, my voice quieter now, the doubts creeping in. ‘Maybe she was scared.’

Mum gave a small nod, acknowledging that possibility, but her expression didn’t change. ‘Or maybe she just … didn’t want to keep trying.’

I shook my head, trying to resist the pull of her suggestion. ‘No, she wouldn’t just quit like that. She loved tennis.’

‘She did. But love isn’t always enough. Especially when there’s someone else who’s always just a little bit better,’ Mum agreed, her voice steady. ‘Next time you talk to her, ask her.’

I was quiet, almost trying to convince myself she was thinking of the wrong person, or mixing my friends up. But I remembered that Avery had said she’d stopped by a bunch, and I didn’t have many friends that still lived locally. I swallowed down the discomfort, nodding and registering the reminder for later.

I inhaled deeply, trying to move on and get back to her original point. ‘Mum, I couldn’t do it anymore.’

‘Do what?’ she asked, her voice softening slightly. ‘What was so bad that you couldn’t call me or your dad and tell us yourself?’

I shook my head, ‘I want this. I’m done. It was too much.’

‘You mean losing was too much.’ Her eyebrows pushed up. ‘Second place. I read the news too, you know. Lennon helped me set up a Google alert and everything.’

‘No. Not just that.’ I sucked in a deep breath. This was the conversation I’d been avoiding. Oliver had been kind, letting me off the hook. And so far, I’d left most of my messages and calls unanswered. ‘That didn’t help. If I’m not winning, then what was it all for? But I’m exhausted. Burnt out. I needed to stop.’

‘You need a break,’ she said. ‘In ten years, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you take time off.’

I shook my head, denial on the tip of my tongue. ‘I’m done.’

She looked at me as if I was a child, refusing to eat their peas and carrots for dinner. ‘You are not done.’

My reply was just as juvenile. ‘I am.’

‘Dylan, I raised you. I know my daughter. When you were a kid, I used to have to drag you off that damn court to get you to sit down and take a break. You wore out tennis shoes like they didn’t cost the sun.’

‘That was years ago. I was a kid.’

‘You are the same determined girl. It was relentless. You are relentless. I’d say I didn’t raise a quitter, but you’ve never allowed yourself to even know the definition of the word.’ She stopped, as if I was supposed to reply, but I didn’t have a goddamn thing to say because all I felt like – more than when I lost at Wimbledon, more than at the US Open, more than any time before – was a failure.

When I didn’t say anything, she softened a little more, her body relaxing against the counter. Perhaps she could see how deeply she cut. ‘I can deal with you coming in second. I can deal with you getting past the first round and failing on the second. I’m still very proud.’ The emotion was welling in her eyes, as if she felt my frustration as much as I did. She blinked a couple of times, taking a deep breath before she continued. Meanwhile, I continued feeling about three years old. ‘You’ve always been tough on yourself, pushing yourself past your limit. If you took a moment to enjoy what you have instead of what you’ve lost, maybe you’d see it.’

I couldn’t help but ask, my voice quiet. ‘See what?’

‘That you have won. Plenty of times. You have your beautiful house –’

‘That I never use,’ I muttered.

She raised an eyebrow, continuing, ‘A family that loves you.’

‘That I never see.’

The next look she sent me was scary, but scary in that ‘I’m your mum, now listen’ way. ‘You have the power to change all of that. Spend more time at home, concentrating on this side of the world. Don’t enter every single tournament and give your energy to every single competition. Settle, Dylan. Settle with being happy and satisfied and having fun. Because recently, you do not look like you are having any fun, and that breaks my heart more than anything.’

Neither of us said anything for a while. I wasn’t quite sure if there was anything more to say. I wasn’t ready to consider her words; instead I tucked them away for another time. A time when I felt ready. Maybe when I started to miss the feel of that fuzzy green ball against my fingertips, the strength I had with a racket in my hand, the fresh air, the sun burning on the back of my neck.

The next thing I knew, my mum’s arms were around me again, pulling me into her, despite her smaller height. Her hands stroked my back.

‘I don’t want you to turn around in a few years and regret it. You can have both things, a life and tennis. It’s about learning how to balance.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’ I swallowed uncomfortably, knowing better than to argue with her. My eyes involuntarily shifted to Oliver, spotting him hand in hand with two of my nieces, running around and around.

How had he made himself at home this quickly? Literally in the time it took me to turn my back and get us a drink.

Somehow, as Mum released me, a more hopeful smile replacing the frustrated press of her lips. I felt like he might have the answer, or something close to an answer. It sounded like something he’d advocate for, everything he’d promised me on the plane here when he’d pitched coaching me. But a new coach meant returning. Was I ready? Did I still want this?

Or perhaps a better question: could I sit back and watch somebody else win, wondering to myself if that trophy could’ve been mine?

I looked around the yard, an ice-cold ginger beer in my hand, and watched as Oliver held one of my nieces upside down, rocking her from side to side as she screamed excitedly. The sun was gone, dusk setting in.

‘I think he might have a new fan.’ Lennon sat down beside me, her eyes trained on her youngest daughter. Oliver placed her down on the ground but immediately Ava was up, shouting for ‘uppies’.

He looked over at me, the exhaustion clear across his face but his smile never fading. I had no sympathy for that man. If I could withstand his killer coaching sessions, he could survive this four-year-old.

‘At least he will tire her out.’

‘Good. Sometimes it feels like that child has an endless supply of energy.’

I held back a laugh as my other nieces ran out from the kitchen, heading straight into Oliver and rugby tackling him to the floor. The future was truly in their hands.

Laughing, I turned back to my sister. ‘Are you raising these girls to join the Wallaroos? Because if so, I’m on board.’

‘I always thought rugby was more interesting.’ She took a sip of her beer, moving a little closer to the firepit we had lit.

‘Our sister-fights did prepare me better for a full-contact sport.’

She shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Pity you picked a boring one.’

‘Tennis is not boring,’ I defended, but it was useless. This was a war that had been raging far longer than this conversation.

‘What’s next for you?’ Lennon asked, sitting back on her chair. ‘With the big retirement.’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘No big plans?’

‘None.’ It felt weird, uncomfortable even, to not know what was coming next. I’d always known, my life dictated by whatever tournament was next, whatever great plan the coach I was working with had come up with.

Now, nothing.

‘It will be good to see you around a little more,’ Lennon said.

I gasped. ‘Did you miss your baby sister?’

‘No,’ she said, her expression flat. ‘But the girls could use a fun aunt.’

‘That is true,’ I said, ‘I am far more fun.’

‘Or at least bring Oliver. They seem to like him,’ she added. I tried to ignore the small wound in my heart. I knew eventually he’d have to leave. The thought of him going, leaving me here.

Not to mention, I’d starve to death without his assistance in the kitchen.

‘Yeah, he’s not so bad.’ I looked over my shoulder, Oliver lying flat on the ground as three young children used him as a trampoline.

Get him girls.

‘It’s good to see you happy,’ Lennon said. ‘Mum’s always yapping on about you. Worrying about how you’re doing. She watches every match you know?’

‘Really?’

‘Wimbledon really fucks up her sleep schedule. She practically lives on BST when it’s on. They throw this big party for the final.’ I tried not to show my surprise. I’d never known they went all out like that. My eyebrows creased, thinking of how disappointed they must have been every time I stumbled, every time I lost. ‘And win or lose, we are all really proud of you. I hope you know that.’

My hands clenched, her words catching me off guard. I managed two words through a hoarse voice. ‘Thank you.’

Lennon’s hand reached mine, as she looked straight at me. ‘And you should be proud of yourself.’

I swallowed down the lump that was suddenly stuck in my throat. ‘I try.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Try better.’

‘It’s not easy, you know?’ I shook my head, trying not to feel that heavy weight of competition on my back again. I was free, right? I didn’t have to feel like that anymore. I could ignore that niggling. My mum’s words.

‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘But if you didn’t love it, it wouldn’t be worth it. Right? Like parenthood.’ We both looked back at her kids, Oliver crying out for help as the girls chased him around the yard, ready to tackle him back to the ground.

‘So, do you ever think about it?’ Lennon asked.

‘What? Kids?’ I shook my head, holding a hand up. ‘I’m good.’

‘Tennis isn’t in the way anymore,’ she pointed out.

I sighed. ‘Tennis was never the thing. Nothing is really the thing. I just never wanted them.’ When I was growing up, I’d hear my friends, my classmates, talking about their future wedding, how they couldn’t wait to have a family of their own. I’d understood what they were saying, but that need to have a tiny version of myself running around just didn’t exist. I’d dreamed of tennis, and travelling and everything else life with a child made too difficult.

It was like having a pet, but one you couldn’t just leave with a friend while you went to Bali for the weekend.

‘I’m kinda glad,’ Lennon admitted. ‘It’s nice to have somebody who won’t be too exhausted by their own to ship the kids over to.’

‘Exactly!’ I smiled, ‘Cool Aunt Dylan forever.’

‘Sounds perfect.’ She took a sip of her drink, looking around the yard. ‘Is he really just staying with you?’

I hesitated, growing more unsure of the answer with every day that passed. How long did I have before he grew bored of waiting for me?

‘Yes, just a friend.’

‘A really cute friend.’

I raised an eyebrow at her. ‘Your point is?’

She shrugged. ‘You let the people you love leave, just because you think it’s better. It’s not.’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I admitted, feeling a bit off balance from the sisterly advice. Oliver was here, but I knew he’d have to leave at some point, no matter how badly I was beginning to realize it would hurt when he did. That he’d grow bored of second-place Bailey. A disappointment, always.

Lennon looked at me, her eyes examining me as if searching for information she hadn’t asked for.

‘You have more people in your corner than you know.’ She nodded her head past me, sending my attention across the patio, and over to where Oliver was standing. All six feet of him radiating sunshine and joy, despite the grass stains all over his clothes. ‘You have to let them support you. That’s how you win.’
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Dylan

Already Over – Sabrina Carpenter

The drive home was very quiet. The rest of the afternoon had been full of music and laughter, my family never letting me have a moment off. Seeing my sisters, playing with my nieces, it was the kind of fun I’d known I’d treasure because I’d waited for them, for the moment when I could enjoy their time without the weight of a competition hanging on my shoulders.

But at the exact same time, their words wouldn’t stop playing over and over, their mark left. The fear of regret battling with my new-found freedom.

Could I really balance it all?

‘Hey, I’ve been thinking …’ I trailed off, his attention turning from the window. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. ‘How did you know you wanted to call it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How did you know you wouldn’t regret it? Giving up competing?’ My fingers tightened on the wheel, re-adjusting, my palms sweaty. ‘That moment when you watch someone else hold up a trophy, after a match you know you would’ve won.’

I wondered how many other players had thought that about the matches I’d lost, with all my obvious screw-ups, every misstep, the wrong plays. How many had sat in the stands asking themselves, what the fuck is she doing? I could’ve finished this already.

‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘I mean, I’m sure there will be a part of me that will always miss the direct competition. But it’s tempered by the fact I know I’m not playing like I used to, like I was … hungry. And I’d rather get off the court while I’m full and satisfied than regret running my joints into the ground chasing something I’m not sure I care about.’

I took a second to process his honesty, how clearly he could communicate how he felt to me, and to himself. Meanwhile, my own feelings towards my career paled in comparison, an internal battle that had been reignited.

Humming in agreement, I tried to compare how I felt to him. It had been a quick decision to retire, but the relief was immediate, knowing the stress and strain were over. It didn’t matter anymore, it was done.

But as I recovered from my injury, I’d struggled to sit still, missing the movement of training, thinking more and more about that tennis court in the neighbourhood, wondering how many boxes of rackets and balls I had stored in the spare bedroom.

‘What?’ Oliver asked, pulling my attention from the road, the red of the traffic light ahead glowing against his skin, the stubble that had grown from days of not shaving.

Did he know how good he looked with a little stubble?

I shook my head, ‘It’s nothing. I’m just thinking.’

A careful smile grew across his lips. ‘Thinking that you might not be full and satisfied and you might still want a trophy of your own instead of stealing mine?’ Apparently, I took a moment too long to reply, and he read apprehension in my face. ‘You are!’

He wriggled in his seat, doing some sort of happy dance. I rolled my eyes as, thankfully, the traffic light turned green again and I accelerated ahead.

‘What did it?’ he asked, entirely too full of hope for a decision I wasn’t sure I had actually made.

‘Okay, first I haven’t changed my mind,’ I started, waiting a moment before I continued. ‘Second – Mum, she …’ I trailed off. How did I describe what Mum had said to me other than that she’d given me a talking to? ‘She said something.’

‘I should’ve known it,’ he said. ‘You are a mummy’s girl.’

I scowled at him. ‘I am not.’

‘One day at your parents and they immediately set you right.’

‘They have not.’ I let out a heavy breath, getting a little irritated at his pure sunshine joy. ‘I haven’t changed my mind.’

‘Then what is it?’ he asked, the light in his voice dimming. I hated that I had caused that.

My eyes searched the road ahead as if it was supposed to give me the answer to his question. When it didn’t, I was forced to come up with my own.

‘I don’t want to have regrets,’ I admitted. It felt like an alarm you’ve snoozed in the morning when you already didn’t get any sleep. You know if you don’t drag your ass out of bed, no matter how reluctant, you’ll be sorry, you’ll miss your day, your shot.

I’d pressed snooze a thousand times. But I couldn’t drown out the alarm anymore, the ring blaring in my ear.

‘And I don’t think I can sit there and watch somebody else take a trophy that could’ve been mine,’ I continued, trying to keep my nerve, taking out the anxiety with my grip on the steering wheel. ‘But I don’t think I can handle losing again.’

‘It’s that mindset that’s going to see you lose again,’ Oliver replied, ‘You walk on to that court like you’ve already lost.’

‘Because I have.’

‘Because you allow yourself to feel the enormous pressure,’ he said. I looked at him out of the corner of my eye: could he read my mind now, too? ‘You don’t sleep. You lie awake and torture yourself over something that hasn’t even happened yet. You walk onto that court in such a negative space because you feel like you’ve already lost, because you are convinced that you will but are still desperate to win.’

I blinked away a tear, that feeling of vulnerability like a knife cutting though my heart.

‘So …’ I asked, somehow pushing through everything, finding the light in this. At least this time he’d be on my side. He wanted to help, thought he had the answers, so fine. Now was the time to prove it, convince me. ‘How do we fix it?’

‘We?’ His tone was not what I’d expected. I expected the happy, perky Oliver I’d had in the passenger seat a few seconds ago. I expected the man who’d claimed he’d been watching me play for years, who apparently had an endless list of suggestions to make. Not a low, solemn, questioning, ‘We?’

‘Yes, we.’ The pit in my stomach was a mile wide, as I stopped outside the gates to my house, the automatic sensor swinging them into action. I looked at him, the pit increasing another mile as I took in his expression. ‘Don’t you still want to work together?’

‘Dylan.’

Before he could say anything else, I cut him off. ‘I know it’s a far push, we can work with another coach if you want help trying to find your feet but I don’t like a lot of guidance gameplay wise. I know my body well, I’m confident in how I play but it sounds like you want to take a mentality view to –’

‘Dylan.’ His voice cut through the noise in my brain, and stopped me right in my tracks.

‘Yeah?’ I said, cutting the engine, the house to my left. It should be a comfort, to be home, but if anything, I was more afraid than ever. There was something, the look on his face I could still see and his heavy sighs that told me this was all about to be over.

And I couldn’t fucking bear it.

‘It won’t be me.’ His voice was hollowed out, cutting me right down the middle.

‘I don’t understand.’ I looked at him. Big mistake. He looked miserable, his eyes puppy-dog sad, his face paler than I’d ever seen it. ‘That’s why you’re here isn’t it?’

I watch his mouth say the words, his throat bobbing with the depth of feeling. ‘I’m going back.’

‘Back?’ I repeated. His eyes pressed close as if I was causing him more pain.

‘I’m going back to London.’ My eyes searched his face for a sign of a joke. Maybe a sign that said ‘Oliver Anderson – Part Time Comedian for hire’. ‘I booked my ticket yesterday.’

I spent a moment trying to remember what my therapist had said about keeping my anger under control. Before, I vented my rage playing against a wall until I or the strings broke – whatever came first. The past few months, all I’d managed to do was furiously sob in toilet stalls, all my fight extinguished. Now, however, I found myself wanting to put my fist through the dashboard.

‘When do you leave?’ I asked, somehow keeping my voice level and free of the torment that was tearing me apart.

He’s only a friend. He’s only a friend. Nothing more.

I’d known I couldn’t keep him here in Australia. He wasn’t even supposed to be here in the first place. He’d grown bored of me, of waiting. I was too late.

This is fine. It’s fine. It’s not the end of the fucking world because he’s just a friend.

‘Tomorrow,’ Oliver answered, my heart stopping in my chest.

‘What? Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘It didn’t seem like a good time.’ he replied, and I couldn’t stop the gasp of annoyance that left me, the roll of my eyes.

‘When was going to be a good time?’ I snapped, a sour taste lacing my words. ‘Were you even going to tell me? Or leave a note and disappear.’

‘Of course I was going to tell you.’

‘When?’ I could feel the tears stinging as they reached my burning cheeks. I wiped them away, not wanting to acknowledge how badly this hurt. ‘When were you going to tell me I had less than a day left with you.’

‘I wanted to get home first.’

Home. The word itself stung.

‘Why? Why even come here at all if you’re going to leave when –’

‘When what?’ He cut me off, shaking his head, while I looked at him as if he’d lost his goddamn mind. ‘You still can’t come out and tell me that you want to play, Dylan. You’ve been talking in circles. If you want to go back, have the courage to admit it.’

‘Of course I want to fucking play.’ I turned to him, hands splayed out wide. ‘And I wanted to do it with you. I thought you wanted that too.’ My voice broke at the end of the sentence, my throat closing up. ‘I didn’t realize I took too long.’

‘It’s not you.’

All I could do was let out a sad laugh. ‘Bullshit.’

A single raindrop hit the windshield, my eyes tracking it as it rolled down the glass, watching as another splattered beside it, a light drizzle starting.

‘I can’t stay,’ he said, his mind made up. I wondered if his bags were already packed.

‘Why not?’ I pinched my arm, concentrating on the sharp pain rather than the desperation in my voice. ‘It’s not you, it’s me? Are we really trying that shit? I thought we were friends.’

‘We are.’ His words left me unconvinced, a hesitation I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

‘Did I say something?’

‘No.’

‘Do something?’

‘No.’

I sighed heavily, exhausted by this feeling. ‘Then what? Why now?’

On a deep exhale, his rigid body slackening, his shoulders falling as his gaze avoided mine, he said, ‘If I stay, I’m going to fuck this up.’

‘How? Why?’ I snapped, hearing the anger lacing my voice. I unclenched my jaw, trying to soften my tone, to keep my frustration under control. ‘Just be honest with me. Please.’

‘I can’t get you out of my head.’

His words rang like a bell, my breath hitching.

‘The other day, in the bathroom.’ His jaw tightened, his breathing pausing as his eyes closed, as I was plunged back into the memory.

His hand on my jaw, pushing back my hair. The careful, caring way he’d looked at me. The saltiness of my tears drying across my cheek. How I’d wondered if he’d taste better. I’d wanted him. Had almost kissed him. A moment of weakness, one I’d spent days telling myself hadn’t meant anything to him. Had I been wrong? One look at him and the vulnerability was clear in his darkened eyes, as I was sure it was clear in mine.

‘Did you feel it too?’ Oliver asked, his voice tender.

‘Yes.’ The words came out breathless, the close quarters of the car never feeling so small. I couldn’t move, my body frozen, out of fear that if I did, it would only bring me closer to him, unable to fight the gravity of the moment now that he’d acknowledged it. Now that I knew he’d felt it too.

‘All the time I’m reminding myself that it’s just friends,’ he said, his voice dry and rough. His tongue brushed nervously against his bottom lip. ‘Dylan the friend.’ His words were familiar. I’ve been reminding myself the same for weeks.

‘It’s starting to become too difficult, to keep myself from … seeing you differently. It was easier, with the distance, but even then, I was waiting on every text from you, wishing every phone call could be five minutes longer. But sleeping in the bedroom next to yours? Living, and cooking, and even just hanging out with you. I was vastly unprepared for how quickly I’d want more. It’s so fucking simple, but you … you make it so much fun. Everything about you makes it harder to keep you as Dylan the friend. You’ve become a person I’m not sure I can see as just a friend.’ Oliver paused, his jaw clenched as he looked at me, his gaze burning. ‘And the only person I can think about at night or in the shower or all fucking day long.’

My hands were shaking, my heart hammering in my chest as I struggled to match his gaze, and admit, ‘It’s not just you.’

All these months of pretending this friendship could be simple had boiled down to this single moment. Both of us acknowledging the truth. We wanted each other. Badly.

The patter of tiny raindrops against the windshield was the only noise, the weather growing greyer as our admission hung in the air between us, awkwardness beginning to build as I struggled to figure out what to say next.

‘Being friends is one thing, but coaching … with this, between us.’ Oliver’s head rolled backwards, his eyes closing. I was temporarily distracted by the thick line of his neck, the pronounced Adam’s apple that had me tempted to drag my tongue along it. He should be studied by science. His voice was hoarse, each word sounding as though it had fought its way out. ‘I can’t hack that. It’s a different kind of torture.’

‘And you just want to be friends, right? There’s no space for more?’ I needed him to say it. Confirm that he hadn’t changed his mind. Didn’t want anything more. Wouldn’t say yes if I offered …

My heart sank as he shook his head. ‘Now isn’t the best time for a relationship. For either of us. If you’re getting back into training, and me, I’m still …’ he trailed off, as if trying to find the right word. ‘I don’t feel ready for something serious.’

I thought of that first night, when he’d drawn the line in the sand. I’d respected it, understood the boundary. But with months of endless spanning continents until miles turned into metres and feet and finally inches … things had become so blurry.

‘Does it have to be serious?’ Asking the question felt like taking a step into dangerous, uncharted territory. Each careful tread calculated. ‘Could we have one night? Work it out of our systems. Then you could stay, train with me.’

Stay. The word rang loudly, laced with the desperation of clinging onto him with nothing more than my fingertips.

‘Just one night?’ he rasped, the wrinkle between his brows pronounced.

I swallowed, nodding. ‘Only one. We both want this to work, maybe this is how.’ What was I thinking? Get him out of my system? Like he was something easily worked out. But I’d give it my best shot if it meant keeping him close.

‘One night,’ Oliver said, his eyes turning dark, ‘and we go back to being friends.’

The relief from his words felt like a heavy weight being lifted from my chest, as something a little cruel curled the edges of my lips. ‘Friends with benefits,’ I proposed.

His head tilted, face turning pale with panic. ‘That’s not one night.’

‘Such a dirty mind,’ the curl turning into a full-blown smirk. ‘The coaching is the benefit.’

‘You think you can do that?’ he teased, moving closer, practically leaning on the armrest in the middle. And I realized he was letting go, his gravitational pull growing stronger, and I was trapped in his orbit.

‘I can behave.’ I turned to meet him, shifting up on my seat. We were face to face, less space than there had ever been between us. Inches becoming centimetres. I pushed forward, my tongue running over my bottom lip, anticipation at satisfying this hunger I had for him. His eyes followed every movement, the heavy heave of his chest mesmerizing.

‘The question is …’ I dared. ‘Can you?’
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Slow It Down – Benson Boone

His answer was in his kiss. A soft, slow, deliberate tease of his bottom lip pulling against mine, his hand on my jaw, pulling me closer. I slid myself across the leather of the seat, using anything to support me, not caring about the gear stick, the handbrake. Only him.

A sudden movement caught my eye. The wipers urgently swept across the windshield. I pulled back, realizing I’d accidentally nudged the control.

‘Stupid car,’ I muttered under my breath, turning back to Oliver. His eyes lit up, a stupid, goofy smile curled onto his lips. ‘What?’

‘It’s nothing.’

I wiped at my face, growing self-conscious. ‘Do I have something on my face?’

Oliver shifted forward, his rough hand curling around the back of my neck, under my hair and gently pulling me forward to meet his mouth again. The kiss was long and leisurely, like he was taking his time to savour it. He pulled away a few inches, enough that he could still rest his forehead against mine.

‘I can’t believe I’m kissing you.’

‘Me,’ I teased. ‘Dylan the friend.’

He kissed me again, and I wasn’t sure if it was because he couldn’t go another second without the contact, or if he was trying to stop me from teasing him. This time, however, he didn’t stop. His body leaning over, a hand wrapping under my thigh, urging me over. We tried to keep kissing as I clambered over to his side, but when I hit my head on the roof we disconnected, a yelp of pain escaping me.

He laughed a little, one of his hands rising to the top of my head, as if to protect me from the roof. I carefully slid a leg over him, and before I knew it, I found Oliver Anderson underneath me, between my thighs. His eyes on me, his lips swollen and familiar.

How quickly everything had changed.

I paused, lazily taking in the sight of him. His beautiful smile, his tousled hair. One night. Would that really be enough to get everything I wanted to do with him out of my system?

‘You okay?’ He sat up straighter, the movement causing me to shift a little lower on his lap. Silently, I nodded my head, moving my face closer to his, my hands finding the rough six o’clock shadow along his jaw.

‘Yes,’ I said, my eyes flickering between his lips and his eyes, still not used to this proximity to him. ‘You?’

‘I’m desperate for more,’ he murmured, pushing up from under me and bringing his lips back to mine.

We grew lost in each other. His hands running south, gripping my ass, fingers pressing in as I ground down on him. A groan escaped him, as a delighted smile broke out along my lips before I opened my mouth to him, tongues meeting, exploring. We desperately clung to every inch of each other, making out like teenagers in the passenger seat, the entire car steaming up with the heat we generated, our moaned gasps as we teased each other, every bit of bare skin a new pleasure to explore.

His hand inched up my front, stopping at the line of my bralette, fingertips pushing only slightly, teasing me with the anticipation of his touch. In return, I broke the kiss, leaving a trail from his mouth, down the length of his neck, finding a sensitive spot between his neck and shoulder, biting gently.

He immediately yelped, laughing as he pulled me away. ‘What was that for?’

‘Don’t be a tease, Anderson.’

‘What if that’s my plan?’ His hands drifted down from my shoulder, carefully down my arms. ‘Take my time with you,’ his hands landed on my hips, pulling me forward along the trace of his length, ‘tease you until you beg?’

‘Well then, I’m going to get a little impatient.’ I kissed the reddened skin of his shoulder, being soft in case it hurt. ‘And possibly bitey.’

His hand found my chin, guiding my lips to his, our mouths sliding together passionately, every single nerve of my body electrified with his touch. It felt like this was my first time. Like my skin had never felt another against it. The friction of his stubble, his soft hair in between my fingers, the curve of his lips against mine. I memorized it all, the bitter reminder that there was a time limit on this.

Tomorrow, I’d wake up with only the memories, the small details I could recall. And I was determined to remember it all, every touch and graze. I’d go to the grave, never forgetting my night with Oliver Anderson.

My chest pressed into his body as my hips ground forward slowly as if to torture him. He groaned, the hum vibrating down through his chest. I did it again, feeling as he grew harder at the contact.

I swallowed involuntarily, trying not to get too carried away at the feel of it. Trying not to lose my mind. Oliver was right about one thing, we needed to take our time. Otherwise I’d rush this, the temptation to tear off his shirt already overwhelming.

Oliver shifted me on his lap, giving me more space to grind deeper, every single movement of my hips eliciting breathless groans from him. I moved, bumping my elbow against the window.

Oliver hissed through his teeth, as if he sensed how much it had hurt. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I hit it right on the funny bone.’ I wheezed, clutching my elbow as numbness and a tingling radiated down my forearm.

His hand gently took my wrist, lifting my arm up. Tilting his head, he leaned forward, gently kissing my elbow as if to heal the injury. I watched, the moment so tender I catalogued it away with the rest.

‘Maybe we should move inside,’ he suggested. It took all my strength not to open the door and sprint inside.

Instead, I shifted back, noting as I wiped some of the window clear of condensation, ‘It’s still raining.’

‘I’m sure we can survive a little weather.’

I untangled my limbs before I opened the door and ran towards the house, my fingers already searching for my keys. Oliver followed, pressing his body against me as I attempted to get the key into the lock. With his hands trailing across me, his lips softly tracing kisses along my shoulder, it was a distracted task.

Biting my lip, I twisted the key. We pushed inside, Oliver kicking the door closed behind him, before spinning us around. My back against the door, Oliver in between my legs, his lips on mine.

His hands slid behind my thighs. In one motion, my legs wrapped around his waist. He pushed me against the door, pressing into me and dragging his length against my centre, teasing me with his hardness.

I swore under my breath, taking a moment to enjoy the friction against the thin material of my shorts. Oliver left kisses across my skin, tongue trailing, teeth grazing. With every movement, my fingers dug harder at his damp shirt, trying to remove it.

Oliver moved, one hand on my ass, another on my back. He gave me no warning as he turned and walked us up the staircase, taking me even more by surprise when we didn’t even make it to the bedroom, instead settling on the landing.

‘Hold on to the column.’ His eyes had turned dark, stuck on mine as his fingers found the top edge of my shorts. ‘And lift your hips for me.’

For the first time, I followed a command without argument. One hand wrapping around the support of the banister, my legs pushing up to allow the access he requested. Oliver inched the material down my thighs, his hands flattening over the skin there, taking in as much of it as possible. He pulled them off completely, throwing them over his shoulder with a satisfied grin.

Mentally, I thanked past-me for picking out a lacy pair of knickers, the scrap of delicate material barely enough to cover my ass. He pulled up, kissing me deeply, his hands coming back to my hips, in an attempt at holding me in place.

‘I want to feel you come against my tongue. Are you okay with that?’ he asked, his lips exploring down the neckline of my shirt.

I laughed breathlessly, ‘Fuck yes. Please.’ I pressed myself forward into him, growing desperate and inpatient. I’d been wound up tighter and tighter every day he was here. And no matter how often I tried, no middle of the night trip to the box in my wardrobe was ever enough to leave me satisfied.

Now, with him on his knees in front of me, I was helpless, prepared to beg for even the smallest touch.

‘Can I use my fingers?’ he asked, and while I appreciated the effort for consent, none of it was what I wanted.

‘Oliver.’ My hand found his jaw, dragging him closer to me. His gaze bored into me, the hunger clear to see. He wants me like I want him. I tilted my head towards him, somehow managing to keep my tone level. ‘You can do whatever you want. With whatever you want. But don’t make me wait any longer, please.’

His reply was a bright smile, my reward: him lowering between my thighs. I hissed at the careful contact of his fingers, as he teased me again. I moaned, feeling him pull my underwear to one side.

He moved closer, his shoulders pushing my thighs wider, a careful exhale against my throbbing centre. I gripped the support tighter, my eyes shut as I tried to lift my hips to him, clawing for the barest contact.

‘Oliver.’ A low dull pain throbbed, desperate for relief.

‘Beg for me, beautiful.’ I could feel every word spoken against my bare skin, every exhale of his hot breath. ‘I love hearing you beg.’

I’d given this man entirely too much power over me. If I’d believed I could finish the job myself and feel completely satisfied, I would’ve stayed strong. Instead, I was a whimpering mess, wiggling my hips for the touch he was refusing me.

‘Please. Please. Touch me. Just –’ I didn’t get to finish my sentence, with the shock of Oliver’s tongue dragging against my pussy, my hand pulling at his hair, urging him closer. He moaned against me, his mouth working, the pleasure unimaginable as my back arched from the landing, body fucking his mouth right back.

He felt like heaven, every movement driving me closer to the edge. He teased a finger at my entrance before, achingly slowly, pushing inside, wasting no time as he fucked me with his mouth and hand.

We couldn’t even make it to the bedroom.

Tighter and tighter I was wound, my hand sliding under my T-shirt, finger teasing at my nipple. Oliver worked another finger into me, my legs moving over his shoulders to allow more access. He knew what he was doing, knew exactly where to lick, where to suck, the right speed to give me pleasure, but not too much.

I came so hard, we both almost fell off the stairs, my body arching higher, a mix of cursing and his name leaving my mouth. I lay limbless, unable to move as my body rattled for a full breath, waves still tingling at my nerves.

‘Oh, Dylan darling,’ Oliver chuckled, ‘don’t think we are done here.’

His arms pulling me back against his body, my legs wrapped around his waist on instinct. The warmth of his body radiated comfort into every one of my aching muscles. He carried me up the rest of the stairs, turning the corner along the hall, heading into my room.

‘So, this is what your room looks like,’ he hummed. I enjoyed the rumble of his voice in his chest, every vibration and movement of his body against me. I’d never felt like this with anyone, needy for physical contact and aftercare. ‘It’s messier than I thought.’

Over his shoulder, I eyed the few piles of clothing that had been forming on the floor. ‘The washing machine isn’t working.’

‘It is working.’ He laid me down in the middle of the bed. The soft sheets were a comfort against my skin, sensitive from the sensory overload. ‘You don’t know how to work it. I swear, if you hadn’t hired that cleaner to come over every few days, we’d be living in squalor.’

He eased himself beside me, his lips softly kissing along my arms.

‘Squalor,’ I repeated, mocking his accent. ‘So old-timey British of you.’ I eased an eye open, finding him pulled back, sitting on his knees beside me, a bemused expression across his features, an eyebrow arched.

‘That’s the King’s English you’re making fun of there.’ His eyes rolled as he dipped again, lips continuing their journey up to my shoulders, across my collarbone, up my throat, his stubble rough against my skin.

‘It’s fun to tease,’ I grinned at him. ‘You’d know all about that.’

His smile was cruel. ‘I’m not done yet either.’

I groaned in argument, not sure how much more I could take. The stairs had been more than anything I’d ever experienced, leaving me needy and wet.

Fuck waiting. Fuck savouring. I was ready to be greedy.

Taking in a deep breath, I pushed myself up, hooking a leg over, pulling myself so I was on top. My hands pressed into the mattress on either side of his neck, trapping him.

‘You are wearing far too many clothes.’ I smiled down at him, my still sensitive core finding the perfect amount of contact against his crotch.

What was he hiding under all these layers?

His eyes lit up. ‘Well, now you’ve trapped me.’ He pushed up, pretending to try to escape. ‘How on earth will I undress?’ Oliver pouted.

‘I can help with that.’ I found the buttons of his shirt, undoing each one, a trail of kisses following down his sculped chest. Every time I revealed more skin, I grew hungrier for the taste of him. When the shirt was open, I pulled it down, allowing him access to pull the material off. I promptly threw it far across the room.

‘Satisfied now?’ he grinned, leaning back on his elbows.

I bit my lips, shaking my head. ‘Not quite.’

‘Well, we can’t have that.’ His voice was a croon, every inch of his bare skin a tease. I wanted to run my tongue up and down his chest, feel every curve of his well-defined chest, travel further south and take him with my mouth.

He raised a hand, curling a finger. ‘Come here.’

I leaned forward to kiss him but he only laid back further. ‘I want your pretty pussy on my face, love.’

I hummed, pretending I wasn’t sure. Like, riding Oliver Anderson’s face wasn’t something I’d thought about day and night. Instead of doing as he said, I moved to the side, my fingers finding the zip to his shorts.

‘I have another idea in mind.’

‘Don’t tell me you’re afraid of suffocating me.’

‘No.’ I pulled at the material of his shorts. ‘Death by my pussy is probably such a wonderful way to go.’

‘That was exactly my thinking,’ he murmured, only half his attention on me. The other half was watching my hand as I slowly dipped under the elastic band of his briefs, my hand finding his cock.

It was everything I had wanted. And longer.

I watched his eyes roll backwards as I stroked him, his breathing turning laboured.

‘I still want you up here,’ he moaned.

‘Don’t worry, I’m comin’,’ I smirked, as I pulled at my pants, removing them completely. I slid up the mattress, turning and placing my knees either side of his face, but instead of sitting on him, I leaned forward, lowering my hips down to his mouth as I brought my own to his hard cock.

His tongue lapped at me, pleasure pushing strangled gasps from my lips. Trying to focus, I took his cock in my mouth, my hand at its base as I licked and sucked at the tip, his own groans vibrating up my centre.

When I was done teasing, I worked his length with both my mouth and fist, trying to take as much of the girth between my lips. Every few moments, Oliver pulled my attention, sucking or licking in a way that had me losing my concentration, distracted by whatever he was doing. And in turn I rewarded him, taking his length deeper.

We both moaned, teasing each other. I pulled forward, sick of waiting, needing far more.

‘Do you have a condom?’ I asked, still catching my breath.

He bit his lip sadly, shaking his head. ‘I don’t really do this kind of thing.’

‘What? Sex?’

‘No.’ His immediate denial forced a laugh from me. ‘It’s just … been a while,’ he explained.

‘Have there been others since …?’ As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them. ‘Sorry, I don’t know if I should’ve asked that,’ I apologized, trying to not ruin the mood with a stupid mention of his ex.

‘It’s fine to ask.’ He pushed up from the bed, sitting up slightly ‘There were others. I did the single thing for a little while after. Hooked up with a few other women on the circuit, but it’s been a few months since I did anything like that. I needed some time.’

I considered his words, an annoying tinge of jealousy at the mention of others. But it was a good reminder that despite everything, he was not mine after tonight.

‘I’ve always dated casually.’ It was probably an unnecessary detail, given how we met. ‘But we always wore protection, and with the regular health checks.’

‘Same here.’

‘I think …’ I trailed off as I pushed myself off the bed. I stretched up, only looking back at Oliver to see him checking out my bare ass, a cocky smirk growing across his lips. I found the box and pulled it down from the shelf.

My cheeks burned with the reminder of the embarrassment this box had caused me, but I pushed through, finding what I was looking for.

‘There’s a choice.’ I held up the first two condoms I could find, one blue and one yellow. ‘Banana or bubble-gum.’

Oliver threw his head back, his brilliant laugh filling the room. He gazed up at me, his eyes bright.

‘Does it matter?’

I shrugged, pulling out a bottle of lube, putting the box back in the cupboard. ‘Probably not.’

I threw the blue metallic square on the bedside cabinet, keeping the yellow between my fingers. Allowing myself a moment, I took in the sight of him lying on my mattress, one arm propping his head up, the other lying by his side.

God, he looked good. Athletes had always been my type, but this man was something special, his body moulded by years of training on the court, his handsome face impossible to deny. And now I was looking at him, I wasn’t sure how I’d managed to hold back from jumping his bones for so long.

‘I want to see you touch yourself,’ I softly instructed, his smile only increasing. Without question, his hand found his cock and began to pull, his eyes stuck to me the entire time.

Reaching the end of the bed, I ran my fingers up the bed frame, feeling that pull inside of me grow tighter as I watched him. He looked like some kind of god, his hand moving slowly but squeezing tight on himself, as if this was how he liked it. Slow and deep.

Climbing onto the mattress, I crawled past his calves, towards his thighs that looked like they were sculpted from marble. I kissed my way up the thick, hard muscle, his hand still tugging at himself. Still grinning, I tossed the condom to him, the foil landing flatly on his chest.

He rasped a laugh, ‘You went for the banana one?’

‘It felt apt.’ I joked, breathing deeply, waves of lust crashing into me. I needed him, wanted him. ‘Put it on.’

His smile twisted a little, that cocky demeanour rearing its head. ‘You’re rather bossy.’

I leaned forward to kiss the top of his thigh, the line of his hip. ‘Would you rather I was more submissive? A pretty little thing for you to use?’

‘I don’t think you have a submissive bone in your body.’ He gasped as my hand found his, urging it away from his cock.

‘You’d be right about that.’ I ran my tongue up his length, listening to his heavy breathing, even a moan escaping him. He was as wound up as I was.

‘Headstrong and bratty, that’s you,’ he hissed.

I chuckled, my lips kissing his sensitive skin. ‘Well, you’re practically sunshine and rainbows and a little cocky.’

‘Only a little?’ he asked. ‘Love, you know it’s not little,’ he teased, the evidence in my own hand, pulling at its length.

‘Maybe I’m being a brat again.’

‘Absolutely.’ He adjusted below me, his arms pushing his body up from the bed. His hand went to my jaw, running under my chin, guiding my gaze back to his. ‘You still want this?’

‘More than fucking anything,’ I answered immediately. ‘You?’

He let out a heavy breath, his head shaking. ‘I want to watch you ride my cock, love.’ His expression turned pained, smirk wavering. ‘Put me out of my misery.’

This time, I was done waiting. I took the condom, tearing the package open with my teeth, Oliver’s breath hitching as I did. I rolled it down his cock, my body growing desperate again for the sensation of him filling me up. I grabbed the lube, squirted some of the contents onto my hand, and transferred it to the outside of the silicon, watching as his eyes rolled back under my touch.

‘Dylan,’ he hissed. ‘Please.’

I loved hearing him beg.

Moving on top of him, his cock lined up, I leaned forward, my lips meeting his, taking a moment to enjoy the kiss while my hand worked his cock again, the tip rubbing against me. One push. That’s all it would take and I’d know what it was like to have him inside me. I ached for him, for that feeling. But God, it was fun to tease him.

I slowly sank my hips back, my eyes closing as I felt the tender stretch as I took him in. My hands pressed into my chest, fingers splayed as I rolled my head back. We both moaned loudly as I eased down his length, pausing to allow myself to adjust.

‘You tease,’ a strangled plea escaped his lips. I moved up, teasing him further. His gaze caught mine, his eyes glassy and filled with despair.

I eased further down, hissing through my teeth as I bottomed out, his entire cock feeling impossibly good inside of me. This is where he belonged. We began to move, slowly at first, his hips rising to meet mine, our bodies crashing into each other.

‘Fuck,’ I breathed, every grind causing a wave of satisfaction to ripple through my body, the need to go harder, faster, growing more intensely. I wanted all of him, every inch, for every second of the day. ‘You make me feel so full.’

‘You feel like heaven,’ he said, his hands on my hips, guiding my movements. I kept a hand on his chest, but the other found my nipple, pulling and teasing the sensitive skin between my fingers. ‘I love when you play with yourself. You look so good.’

I grinned, every nerve ending in my body electrified as we continued moving together. His finger pressed on my clit, teasing me further. My movement intensified, grinding harder and faster as I became desperate to find the edge of pleasure. I wanted to come, and I wanted to come hard.

‘Keep going, love,’ Oliver continued, matching my rhythm. ‘You look pretty. All desperate to come all over my cock.’

His touch increased, pushing me harder, his other hand keeping me grinding low. I threw my head back in pleasure, moaning uncontrollably. Oliver reached up, his hand finding the back of my neck, pulling my body against his chest. There, he held me close, driving his hips into me harder, keeping the orgasm going.

‘Don’t stop,’ I managed, my mouth opening, running my teeth along the skin of his shoulder, biting lightly. I clung onto his body, every single movement of him causing another spark of pleasure within me. I couldn’t get enough.

‘Wasn’t planning on it,’ he groaned below me. We stayed like this, lost in each other’s bodies. Before he moaned again, ‘I’m gonna … I can’t hold it …’

‘Come for me, baby,’ I crooned into his ear. His response was immediate, his body shivering as he grunted. I wanted to hear that noise over and over. When he was finished, he gasped, his rigid body relaxing under my weight.

Gazing down at him, I gently traced his slacked jaw, his eyes softly closed, his eyelashes full and dark. He was beautiful.

‘That was incredible.’ His voice was thick as he spoke, his eyes still closed.

‘Was?’ I kissed a line along his collarbone. ‘We still have all night.’

‘You’re right,’ he said, his eyes easing open to find me. ‘Let’s not waste any of it.’

His arm wrapped back around my waist, pulling me close, before flipping over, both of us rolling across the mattress. He was on top for about three seconds before I slipped off the edge, my body falling into the pile of clothes on the floor. Oliver managed to catch himself before crushing me. I laughed hard, unable to hold it back. His expression changed from concern, breaking with laughter.

That’s how we spent the rest of the night, fucking on any surface we could, touching and licking and enjoying every part of each other, chasing the sunrise for whatever pleasure we could get, until exhaustion took us from each other.
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Dylan

From Now On – The Features

My fingers stretched out along the cotton duvet, searching for him. My eyes barely open, the sunlight that trickled through the curtains blinding me. The morning glow served as a reminder that my time with him like this was almost over. The last of the sand in the hourglass had trickled down to the remaining grains.

When my hand only found more empty bed, I bolted up, all signs of sleepiness disappearing. He was gone. His side of the bed empty.

I looked around, searching for any sign of him. His shirt I’d clawed off, the shorts I’d thrown across the room. All gone, leaving me with only the scent of him on the pillowcase.

I launched myself out of the bed, grabbing a dressing gown and wrapping the material around my body as I stormed through to the guest bedroom.

The air mattress bed made up perfectly, no trace of him anywhere.

I ran down the stairs, feet almost stumbling over every second step. I crashed down to the ground floor, scrambling into the kitchen, looking out the windows into the driveway trying to see if I could find any evidence he’d ever been here, if he’d left me without even saying goodbye.

There was nothing but his trophy still standing on the shelf, almost mocking me with his absence.

I kept trying to convince myself he wouldn’t have left. Not without saying goodbye. Not after the shit he’d given me. But the clamminess of my palms, the pounding race of my heart was left unconvinced.

I looked at the clock on the bookcase, seeing that I’d slept into the late morning. Maybe he’d caught his flight after all, last night was too much for him. Maybe he’d gotten what he wanted and left. I couldn’t handle the possibility, my knees weak under my weight, haunted by the memories of his kisses, his touch.

I’d have to burn this house down to escape the ghost of him. Maybe that would repair the tear I could feel in my heart, the pain in my chest that was so painful to breathe I wasn’t sure if I’d refractured my ribs.

How was I supposed to do this without him? I felt stupid and weak and disappointing all over again, too reliant on another person. He was my friend, my best friend, and without him, I had no hope.

I could live without more of last night. I’d survive on the memories. But without him around, his friendship and that stupid little smile. What would I do now?

‘Oh, you’re up.’ I span around, Oliver stepping in through the sliding back door from the yard. My heart fell into my stomach as his brows furrowed, his eyes looking me up and down. ‘Why aren’t you dressed yet?’

‘You’re … here,’ I managed, trying to organize the jumble of emotions, the dread turning into a relief that crashed into me like a wave.

His expression didn’t change as he said, in a firm voice, ‘I said I’d stay.’

I could hear the unsaid words. ‘I said I’d stay if last night was the only night.’

‘I know but …’ I tried to swallow down my desperation, willing him to believe I could separate what had happened from the rest of our friendship. After all, that had been the point. To work it out of our systems. We could be friendly and professional and not distracted by how his muscled thighs looked in the tiny shorts he was wearing.

I continued, ‘Without you around I’d probably end up starting another fire trying to make myself a meal.’

‘That’s not true.’ A light smile curled onto his lips. ‘Even with me around, the chance of a fire is still extremely likely.’

‘Two idiots are better than one.’

He nodded towards the kitchen. ‘Anyway, are you hungry?’

I thought of my stomach, still in knots over the possibility that he had left. If I ate anything, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t keep it down. ‘No.’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you out on the court in five?’

‘The court?’

He chuckled slowly. ‘While some of us were sleeping away the morning, the rest of us were being productive. I cleared up the tennis court round the corner. You said it’s communal but it doesn’t look like it’s been used in a while.’

I tried to mentally catalogue the sporting goods I had in the house. I knew I had a few good rackets, but most of my things were probably quite old, maybe even still at my parents’ house. ‘We don’t have that much equipment.’

Oliver shifted on his feet, looking down at the floor. ‘I might have been stocking up.’

‘When?’

He looked out the window at the front of the house, avoiding my gaze. ‘All those deliveries that were for me and I told you it was just clothes or books … it was basic equipment I was storing for when you changed your mind.’

I shook my head at how convinced he had been that I’d change my mind. How well he knew me. I changed the subject. ‘I thought all your stuff upstairs was gone.’

‘I just don’t leave it lying around my room like a messy gremlin. There’s a closet for a reason, you know.’ He stepped back into the yard, the path at the back leading straight to the court. ‘Anyway, see you in five?’

‘Make it ten?’ I asked, earning my first scowl from Coach Oliver, his eyes piercing and narrowed. God, he looks dangerously good in coach mode. ‘I’ll be quick. I promise.’

He nodded once, and I shot off back upstairs, the ache in my body starting to nip at my strained muscles. Last night had, on top of everything else, been a workout. As I changed, I inspected the marks he’d left all over my body. Hickeys down my neck, small bruises where his fingers had held me. I wanted to tattoo every single one onto my skin.

Wearing an oversized top over a pair of mid-thigh shorts, my hair tied up into a messy bun, I stood across the court from Oliver. It wasn’t anything to write home about. The net a little tattered, weeds growing at the side.

But standing on that baseline, now that felt like home.

We’d started with a warm-up, some stretching and cardio before I was ready for the good stuff.

‘Okay, live ball drill. Let’s get those legs working,’ Oliver shouted. ‘Start with six crosscourts, then six down the lines.’ He picked up a ball from the cart next to him, hitting it over to the left side.

Immediately, I found my legs, running and positioning myself to intercept the ball. I pivoted, leading with my left shoulder, swinging the racket forward in a sweeping motion to connect with the ball. I watched every movement, tracking the shot as it arched back over the net.

‘Watch your elbow!’ he instructed, just as another ball came straight at me, and I repeated the movement, this time making sure to pay attention to the movement. Four more flew over the net, and I knocked every one back over.

I moved into the next position, hitting six more down the line. It took a moment for my brain to turn on tennis mode, the wheels a little rusty after a few weeks off. But it was second nature that I lived and breathed as he continued to feed balls. I grew faster, hitting each down the line back to his side of the court.

‘Good, X-Drill!’ he instructed, hitting it to the opposite side. Given a second longer, I would have complained, begrudging him for upping the pace and intensity. I ran, both hands finding the racket handle. I turned to face the sideline, planting my right foot as I continued my forward momentum. I swung, meeting the ball, using my body rotation to generate power, sending it flying.

The next ball flew over, heading to the opposite side of the court. My heart raced, sweat growing on my brow against the Australian sun. But my body, even with my muscles burning and legs racing beneath me to make each shot, felt that ache that only anyone as sick in the head as tennis players could enjoy. That burning satisfaction of making the return.

I grinned as he called another forehand, shooting it back over the net.

‘That looked good!’ he instructed again.

Oliver continued torturing me. Whenever I made a misstep, I’d hear him shouting at me to bend my legs, step earlier, a little piece of feedback that only half the time had me tempted to drive the racket into his head.

But it was the compliments I lived for. The ‘that was great!’, ‘keep it up’, the occasional ‘yas!’ paired with finger snaps that would have me grinning as I hit another shot.

Memories peeked out from behind the curtain I’d tried to pull over last night. The words he’d spoken as he slid inside me again, whispering gently into my ear, telling me how good I felt for him. How his brat was behaving like a good girl. It just made me ache for him all over again.

This was not the plan.

Attempting to outrun the thoughts, I hit another backhand, listening as he instructed for an overhead next. I ran, moving across the court to catch the ball. I stumbled, my feet catching on the ground, and I tumbled forward, slamming my side into the ground.

A sharp twinge of pain shot across my ribs, my injured side taking the blow. All the air was pushed out of my lungs on a pained gasp, my fingers going to my side as if to hold and protect it from any more damage.

‘Shit, Dylan!’ I heard Oliver swear. I watched him running towards me, leaping over the net like it was nothing, before he slid down next to me, his hands hovering over me like he didn’t know where to touch, if he should touch.

I rolled onto my back. ‘Crap, that hurt.’

‘How badly?’ His voice trembled. ‘Do you think we need to go to the emergency room?’

I sucked in a deep inhale as if to test my chest. The doctor had said to start with ‘light’ exercise, but I’d been more than happy to feel the racket back in the palm of my hand, the power it gave me. I hadn’t realized how much I had truly missed playing.

Maybe I missed playing without the looming pressure of a competition, without a coach screaming at me.

When there was no burning pain in my chest, I knew I was safe, the ache in my ribs growing duller and duller with every passing moment.

‘I think I’m alright.’ Apprehensively, I moved forward, testing my limit. My muscles ached, but I’d woken up that way. My chest, ribs and lungs all felt fine, if a little bruised.

‘You don’t look okay,’ Oliver said, his voice tinged with worry.

‘That’s because my muscles are in recovery.’

The space between his brows creased closed, ‘After barely thirty minutes of practice?’

‘No,’ I pressed my hand to the ground, pushing myself to my feet. ‘After last night,’ I added thoughtlessly, my hands brushing against each other to get rid of the dust from the court. When my attention slid back to him, his shoulders sloped, his throat bobbing.

‘Oh,’ he said, the air turning tight and awkward.

I realized my mistake. ‘Sorry. I didn’t realize we weren’t supposed to talk about it.’

‘It’s not like that,’ he said quickly. ‘It’s just …’ he trailed off, but he didn’t need to finish his sentence.

It’ll be easier to go back to being friends if we don’t.

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I know. Friends.’ I forced a smile, watching as the nervous look across his face smoothed out.

He swallowed. ‘Best friends when we aren’t courtside. Coach and player when we are.’

I raised an eyebrow, a hand on my hip. ‘Does that mean I can complain about my new coach to my bestie?’

‘Only if I can complain about the brat I’m training.’

‘I am not a brat.’

‘Oh yeah?’ He smiled cunningly. ‘Let’s see some suicides.’ Instantly, my shoulders collapsed at the thought of the drill, running from side to side relentlessly until he said stop.

‘Come on!’ I complained, my body already feeling the pain of the exercise. I folded my arms. ‘Really?’

He nodded once. ‘Really.’

‘I was supposed to start with light movement.’

Oliver shrugged his shoulders. ‘This is a light movement.’

‘Maybe in hell.’

‘Quit being a brat and get on with it.’

Instantly my gaze snapped back to him. Was I supposed to feel this way about that nickname? I shook my head, trying to push away the thought. It was nothing, just a stupid name that made me feel as if my already thumping heart required cardiac assistance.

‘You know I’m starting to regret agreeing to this,’ I complained, walking behind the first sideline and getting into position to run the first set.

‘Hey,’ Oliver said. ‘Say the word and I’ll go back to England. Still have that plane ticket.’

I didn’t dare to reply, half convinced I’d tell him to go. Instead, I started to run, reaching the other side, tapping the ground and running back. Each time I passed him, I stuck up my middle finger at him, taking whatever sweet revenge I could gain.

He laughed, the sound still sweet, even if it had the Coach Anderson evil edge to it. And all I could think about was his full-bodied laughter last night, when we fell off the bed. How we laughed into each other, my head in the crook of his neck.

It was then I realized that while it might be easier to go back to being friends if we didn’t talk about it, it didn’t mean I couldn’t not think about it. It might have been easier too, forgetting every beautiful sin I’d committed, if I stopped with each memory as if they were precious jewels I was afraid to let slip through my fingers.

One night, we’d promised. Sworn to each other. But now I had tied myself to him, caught up in his pull. Helpless to whatever would come.
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Oliver

Fortnight (feat. Post Malone) – Taylor Swift

‘You know, when you first forced yourself into my home –’

‘I’m pretty sure you invited me to stay,’ I interrupted Dylan before she could continue. I stood beside her, Dylan lounging on the sofa. We were a few weeks into practising, and the results had been mixed. On one hand, it was great to see her on the court again, back where she belonged, and when she was focused, it was amazing to see a real force behind her, the full power of her playing skills unleashed.

On the other, I could see why she had struggled to keep a coach around. She was headstrong and seemed to always have a counter argument to everything I instructed. Somehow, it only made me admire her more.

And there were the short skirts. The crop tops. The knowledge of what the scraps of materials covered threatening to bring me to my knees. Those were their own form of torture.

‘That’s not how I remember it,’ she said, my heart skipping a beat at the brilliant smile across her lips. ‘I didn’t expect this to turn into a full slumber party kind of vibe.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean,’ she motioned wildly around the living room, ‘the candles. The journaling. The cushions. What are we going to do? Huddle around to talk about our latest crushes and how good Nico Kotas looks in those short shorts?’

I looked around the room, the lights dimmed, one or two candles lit on the coffee table, two new notebooks I’d picked up during our last visit to the store. The playlist running in the background. Okay, maybe I could understand the vibe.

‘No,’ I said, ‘And Nico? Really? He’s like a hundred.’

Dylan looked at me a little too gleefully. ‘He’s only a few years older than you.’

‘What would Scottie say about you discussing her partner?’ I pointed out. She only waved me off.

‘She’d be the one leading the conversation. The girl is obsessed. It’s gross,’ Dylan retorted. I couldn’t help but laugh.

‘The slumber party vibe wasn’t what I was going for,’ I explained. ‘But I wanted to set a nice mood for your first journaling session.’ Dylan’s response was immediate, her body slumping, her eyes rolling deeply.

‘Are we really going to do this?’ she asked, before continuing, her tone of voice sweet and high pitched as she mimicked, ‘Dear Diary, today Coach Anderson was a dick and made me run crosscourt and down-the-line until I wanted to die. And then friend Oliver made me write in a diary like a little girl.’

‘Actually,’ I corrected, ‘this is more Amy’s fault.’

Amy was the sports psychologist we were working with to help Dylan with the stress and anxiety that seemed to plague her during the tournaments. With Amy’s help and guidance, I hoped to limit the effect this could have on the outcome, giving her a decent chance of getting through the final without the shadow of self-doubt creeping over her confidence.

‘Yeah, but you’re the idiot making me do it,’ she replied.

‘It’s going to help.’

‘If I wanted to talk about my feelings, I’d give my therapist a call.’

‘You don’t have to talk about them, you write them down,’ I said, before pointing to her head. ‘Get the thoughts out of your brain.’

She started again with a high-pitched voice. ‘Dear diary, I think Oliver is stupid.’

‘If that’s how you feel, then write it.’ I started to regret ever suggesting the idea. It was one of the many ideas Amy had suggested, journaling considered to be one the easiest and most effective ones. Apparently, whoever had decided that hadn’t tried to get Dylan Bailey to take up the practice. ‘It’s about getting into the habit while things are calm. And when the slam begins, you are already doing it. It can really help.’

‘Why are there two?’ she asked, sitting down next to the coffee table.

‘Well, I figured you’d say it’s stupid, so I’m doing it with you,’ I said. ‘At least if you think it’s dumb, we are being dumb together.’

‘It’s not that it’s dumb,’ she said. ‘It’s a waste of my time.’

‘Will it be a waste of your time if you win?’ I looked directly at her. Her gaze leaving mine, exploring the room looking for something else to cling on to, her jaw setting with reluctance. I continued, ‘No? Then let’s at least try.’

She bit her lip, searching for any excuse. She obviously came up empty. ‘Fine. But we are doing something fun after this.’

I forced a fake gasp, clicking my fingers. ‘There goes my plan to get you to meditate.’

She laughed. ‘You’d have to wrestle me to the ground.’ I sat down on the opposite side of the coffee table, stretching out my legs as she kept talking. ‘Jon tried to make me do yoga for a training camp. I kept getting a cramp in my leg and kicking everyone around me.’

‘Sure, cramp. That’s what we are calling it.’

‘It’s weird. I clear my mind and I get strangely violent.’

I hummed, beginning to question this entire thing. ‘Technically this isn’t about clearing your mind, just getting your anxiety out.’

She grabbed a plain blue notebook, her fingers flicking through the pages, ‘I am not an anxious person.’

‘That’s not what Amy said,’ I said, taking the other one, a pink fluffy thing I bought as a joke. I pulled the attached pen from its holder, looking at the plastic unicorn at the top. Should’ve known this is the one she’d leave me when I bought it.

‘Amy doesn’t know shit.’

‘Sure, let’s ignore her twenty years of experience and doctorate degree.’

‘Yeah, to tell me what some mindfulness Instagram page could tell me.’ She glanced over at me, her eyebrow raised.

‘Well, quit your complaining because we are going to do fifteen minutes,’ I said, unlocking my phone and scrolling to the clock app.

‘Fifteen?’

‘A full quarter,’ I nodded.

She sighed, picking up a pen from the table, inspecting it as if she expected something more interesting like my fancy unicorn pen. ‘I don’t think I have enough thoughts to fill a full fifteen minutes.’

‘From the length of time you have spent complaining, I’ll be surprised if you can fit it all in,’ I joked.

I set the timer, placing it on the table between us. ‘Okay, remember what she said, write it down. It doesn’t matter what you want to do, a stream of consciousness, focus on a topic and explore it. But try.’ I said, looking over at her. The reluctance was clear across her face, her displeasure at the task. ‘Fifteen minutes, then we can do something fun.’

‘Fine,’ she ground out. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

I beamed over at her. ‘That’s the spirit.’

Before she changed her mind, I reached over, pressing start on the timer. I watched as she tossed her hair over her shoulder, moving to sit at the opposite side of the table, her dark eyes glued to mine as she clicked her pen loudly, before turning her attention to the diary.

‘Dear diary …’ she said aloud as she scribbled onto the page. I paid no attention, instead letting go as I focused on getting some of the thoughts out of my own brain. Most of it was tennis, going over some game play tactics I had been thinking over, some training schedules I had been planning. But then it switched to Dylan, starting with a recap of the week we’d had together, how I’d seen her progress, some of the weaknesses I hadn’t dared to bring up – yet.

I glanced up at her, expecting to see her bored out of her mind, doodling or some shit. But instead, her head was propped up on her hand, her elbow resting against the table, still writing on the page.

She looked lost in the moment so I dared to look at her for a little longer as she absentmindedly pushed an escaped strand of glossy brunette hair behind her ear. I’d seen her do it before, that night we weren’t supposed to think about, but all I did was think about it. When she was strutting all over that goddamn court and I had to force my eyes not to check out her perfect ass. When she brushed against me, and I instantly remembered how her skin felt against mine.

My pen hovered over the page, every word pushed from my brain, and leaving me with only thoughts of Dylan. I didn’t want to write any more about her, afraid of what would come out. I couldn’t even bring myself to write her name, as if committing it to paper would make what we did real, permanent somewhere other than in my memory.

The alarm from the phone saved me from having to come up with anything else.

Dylan slamming her diary closed, her pen clicking again. ‘Thank God that’s over.’

‘You don’t want to read it out?’ I joked, a nervous edge to my voice.

‘Nope.’ She pushed back to sit up on knees.

‘You seemed really into it.’ I playfully raised an eyebrow. ‘Like you had a lot to say there.’

‘I started debating which film I was going to make you watch after this was over and then I wrote the same thing over and over.’

‘Somehow I don’t believe you.’ I shook my head at her, opening a side drawer of the coffee table, placing my notebook in there. I looked at her, watching as she reluctantly picked up her journal and placed it next to mine.

‘Too bad you’ll never know,’ she said as I slid the small drawer closed. ‘What did you write down? All your hopes and dreams?’

‘I was coming up with new ways to torture you on the court.’

‘I honestly wouldn’t put it past you,’ she said, her pursed lips catching my eye, reminding me how good they had felt against my skin. How much I wanted to feel that again.

When she’d suggested the idea of having one night – and one night only – to get over whatever this was between us, I’d jumped at the opportunity. To have the privilege of feeling her against me, of being able to touch her, even for a few hours, had been too tempting an offer.

I’d convinced myself that this was the only answer, the only way we could keep our friendship and train, while satisfying the craving we both had. I woke up that next morning still starving for her touch. I was trapped, feeling like every inch of skin she’d touched had been tattooed with ink only I could see. I was left, covered in the memory of her.

‘I think I’m going to head to bed early,’ I rasped, pushing myself up from the floor. Every extra inch of distance I created between us felt like a prick against my skin.

‘You promised me we’d watch a film!’ Dylan cried, looking up at me with big, sad eyes. The other day, she’d come back from a visit to her parents, a DVD player held proudly in her arms. I’d only shaken my head at her, telling her we weren’t even plugging it in until practice was over. Since then, I’d run her ragged around the court and as a reward, she’d picked a movie from her collection for us to watch.

‘I’m exhausted.’ The little white lie forced a yawn from my lips. I was tired, but I could’ve stayed up with her, watching whatever film she’d pick. But all I’d do was sit there, remembering our one night together, more mesmerized by her than the film.

She was like a drug I needed some time to be sober from. Even if it was just a night, pretending to sleep on the air mattress, waiting for her to go to bed so I could sneak back downstairs and sleep on the sofa.

‘Okay,’ she said, exhaling softly. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Seven am sharp. We’ve got a big day.’

Her hand curled into a two-finger salute. ‘You got it, Coach Anderson.’

A strangled laugh escaped me. She’d been calling me that since our first practice session, teasing me with her new nickname.

‘Goodnight, brat.’ I turned to leave, catching only a quick glance of what I swore were rosy red cheeks and a suppressed smile.
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Oliver

I Think He Knows – Taylor Swift

‘Alright, we can call it there for today,’ I said, Dylan scoring another game point, her short skirt fluttering in the air, revealing a tease of the shorts underneath. We were in a tie break, one more point and she’d take the match.

She grinned wildly from across the court, her hand raised to block the sun from her eyes. ‘Are you ending it because I was kicking your ass in the final set?’

‘No.’ I headed to the sidelines, collecting discarded balls. I motioned my racket across the court. ‘Unless you still have some energy for more drills?’

‘Nope,’ she replied quickly. ‘Absolutely exhausted.’

She was right, I had ended it before she won. But since I was the coach, I made the rules.

‘Are you sure? We still have time for some suicides?’ I added, all those years of my own teasing coaches coming back. I had hated whenever they were hard asses, but now I was in their shoes, I could understand the value – and fun – of it all.

‘Wow, guess we should pick up all these balls.’ She leaned down to clean up, and I had to force my gaze up, avoiding the view down her crop top.

I continued cleaning up my side of the court, silently begging for her to find longer clothing in her wardrobe. We met at the ball cage at the side of the court.

‘You still need to watch out for your sliding,’ I said, as we walked side by side over to the bench. ‘You can hurt yourself if it’s uncontrolled.’

She pushed her long hair back over her shoulder. ‘It is controlled.’

‘But one misstep –’

‘– and it’s bye bye trophy,’ she interrupted.

‘Goodbye tennis career is more likely,’ I corrected. The court cleaned up, we threw our bags over our shoulders, and headed towards the exit, the sun low in the evening sky. We’d spent most of the afternoon out here doing various drills before we ended the day with a practice match. In the morning, she’d seen her physio, gone through her gym routine at a private session with a PT who specialized with professional athletes, and I’d met with Amy, the psychologist, to make sure we were working together to help Dylan manage her anxiety.

‘I’ll be careful, promise,’ she said. ‘Can we order take out?’

‘After your mum dropped off all those premade meals for us?’ Our cooking skills had remained pretty basic, and after her mum learned we’d basically been living off supermarket ready meals, she helped us out, remembering a lot of the high-protein meals Dylan had devoured during her training as a teenager.

She let out a noise of complaint as I closed the gate to the court behind us. ‘There is only so long I can live off chicken, beans and sweet potato.’

‘And we will continue for as long as your mum offers to prepare meals for us.’ We walked back to her house. ‘But I think she dropped off some dessert,’ I offered as a consolation.

She beamed at me. ‘Peach cobbler. They have a tree in their yard.’

Dylan slid the door to her house open, dumping her tennis bag to the side, while I could only shake my head at her messiness. I carried mine through the house, storing it away in the hallway closet as she headed straight up the stairs.

‘I’m going for a shower!’ she shouted, as I continued cleaning up after her, noticing all the things she had abandoned rather than put away. I heard her bedroom door closing, assuming she was going to her ensuite as usual. If there was one thing I was figuring out, it was how messy Dylan was to live with.

My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out, seeing a phone call from my mum. I answered it, happy to hear from my parents. With the time difference, it hadn’t been very easy to catch up with them.

They put me on speaker as they sat around the breakfast table, and I listened to the two of them with their friendly squabbles and complaints. I told them all about Dylan, the progress we’d been making together on court. As much as I missed them, I found myself feeling more content with my decision to follow Dylan, sure that London wasn’t where I needed to be.

I wasn’t sure where home was for me anymore, maybe after years of travel, and a heartbreak that had left me broken, I was more of a nomad. No one place to call home, but instead people. My family, friends.

When I got off the call thirty minutes later, I headed straight upstairs, going straight to my room to get ready for a shower. I closed the door, stripping my sweaty clothes off and wrapping my towel around my waist.

I headed towards the bathroom, desperate to wash the sweat away. She was getting faster, more challenging. If I’d let that match go any longer, she would’ve won, and the moment she did, I’d never ever have heard the end of it.

I pushed the door open, steam hitting me in the face as I stepped forward, only to be met with a flash of bare skin, my body colliding with something wet, brunette and … naked?

‘What are you doing?’ Dylan shrieked, grabbing a towel as I tried to gain enough control of my body to avert my eyes from looking at anything other than hers. Endless soft skin stretched as she moved, her hands reaching out to pull the towel over her body. Memories of running my tongue over her sensitive nipple plagued my mind, remembering how she moaned when I sucked the skin there.

‘Th-th-this is my shower,’ I stammered, the soft cotton material tucked in, concealing her from view. How I wanted to take a step closer, push her up onto the counter, untuck the towel with my thumb, pull it away so she couldn’t hide from me anymore.

‘I think you’ll find they are both my showers.’

‘You normally shower in your ensuite.’ I pointed towards her bedroom as if to help her locate where she normally showered.

She simply raised her shoulders in a shrug. ‘It broke. I told you last night. The shower head won’t stay up.’

My head scrambled, trying to remember her telling me this valuable piece of information, but I was already too distracted by her long legs, by a single bead of water that was running down her throat, meeting the prominent collarbone I’d tracked with my mouth, before rolling further south.

‘How did you break the shower?’

She straightened, my question catching her off guard. ‘I-I …’ She swallowed uncomfortably as a bright tomato redness began to rise to her already flushed cheeks. ‘I moved the head and now it’s not staying up.’

‘That’s weird.’ I studied her further. All the confidence she had when she was telling me off had completely gone, replaced with embarrassment. I’d only seen it a few times with Dylan.

I stepped forward. ‘Do you want me to take a look?’

‘I’d like you to get out,’ she snipped, regaining some of her confident footing.

My eyes narrowed at her. ‘Why were you even touching the shower head to begin with?’ I asked, my brows pushing together with suspicion. She was hiding something, and I wanted to figure it out. Had she fallen down? Slipped and didn’t want to tell me?

‘It doesn’t matter.’ She ground out each word like it caused her irritation to keep discussing it, a clear reluctance across her face. Then she stepped forward to try and leave, but I simply leaned out, my arm finding the doorway as I blocked her exit.

‘I don’t believe you,’ I smirked, still trying to read the answer from her face. The strongest of the blush had faded, but the typical Dylan trademark irritated scowl? That was making a full appearance and I was lapping the experience up. I’d never seen her wound up over something small.

She exhaled heavily, an eyebrow tweaking up. ‘Are you calling me a liar?’

Yes. ‘I don’t think you’re telling the truth.’

‘Sometimes I move it so I don’t get my hair wet.’ This time holding my gaze. I was sure there was a pinch of truth to her words. A pinch and nothing more. And then her lips curled into a smirk, any trace of her scowl gone. Instead, this was something twisted.

She stepped closer, her tall height bringing her to my ear. The material of her towel rubbed against my bare chest, reminding me of how little material separated us.

‘Oliver.’ She pulled back to shoot me a strange look, her breath still warm against my neck, despite the hot air. ‘I don’t need to tell you what I do with the shower head. We both know. You already know.’

I stepped back out of the bathroom, looking at her face, the confident, cocky smile on her lips. And then it was my turn for my cheeks to burn hot, my dick hardening at the image she had planted in my brain.

Dylan, propped up in her shower, eyes closed, head back, a palm pressed to the glass to keep her up, the shower head between her legs. I still remember the sounds she makes when she comes.

She leaned forward, planting a kiss on my cheek. ‘Enjoy your shower. Might want to make it a cold one.’

She dipped underneath my arm, leaving the bathroom without any more fuss, before sauntering down the hallway, leaving me standing awestruck. Before I knew what I was doing, I had my own retort locked and loaded.

‘Yeah, well, you might want to keep your volume down during your night-time activities.’ I watched her turn, pausing in the doorway to her bedroom. I thought of that night when I’d overheard her. It had been hard to forget, when I’d spent countless nights recalling those very moans as she’d called out my name. ‘These walls are incredibly thin. You never know what your housemate might overhear. Maybe try a cold shower yourself.’

The redness that had subsided across her cheeks burned hotter. But if she felt any embarrassment, she quickly managed to control it again. ‘I’ll keep it down, roomie.’

Catching my reflection in the mirror, it hit me like a ton of bricks. The realization of how utterly and completely fucked I was to be sharing a roof with Dylan Bailey.
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Oliver

Too Much – Carly Rae Jepsen

‘I’m telling you, she could’ve made that shot,’ I said, pointing at the TV, a tennis match we were reviewing ahead of travelling to the Brisbane International. The past few weeks had been filled with intense practice, Dylan working hard to get into great shape ahead of the first competition of the year.

The lead-up event kicked off New Year’s Eve, and our plan was to fly in a couple days early, to make sure Dylan was comfortable in her hotel before the tournament started. It would end a week before Melbourne, the Australian Open, and gave us the perfect opportunity to let Dylan test everything we had been working on during a real event.

Dylan waved me off, pointing at Scottie on the large TV screen. ‘She had no chance. She was half the court away.’

‘Don’t underestimate Scottie Sinclair. She’s only getting faster.’

‘Don’t underestimate her? Don’t overestimate.’ She rolled her eyes, confidence biting on every word. ‘She’s good but I can take her on a bad day.’

I narrowed my eyes at her. ‘You’ve lost to her before.’

“I’ve also won against that hack. Anyway, Inés has got her here.’ I leaned forward, grabbing a handful of grapes we’d set out as a snack.

Scottie missed the return, Dylan turning to me, a wide satisfied grin on her lips. ‘Told you.’ She threw a grape up in the air, catching it in her mouth.

‘Have you seen this match before?’ I asked. It was a few weeks old but we’d been spending almost all of our time together and this was one I’d been saving to watch. She shook her head. ‘Then how did you know she’d miss it?’

Dylan looked at me with a bemused expression, her head tilted slightly to one side, a mixture of perplexity and faint amusement playing across her soft features. ‘Um? I know their plays. I’ve studied them both for years.’

‘So have I.’

‘Yeah, but I’ve been on the court with them. Not to mention training camps.’ She turned towards the screen. Her voice drowned the commentary out. ‘Inés is aggressive on the baseline, she plays a lot of ground strokes. Meanwhile Scottie has this stupid slice she likes to pull out during serves. It’s very annoying. She’s cocky, but it can be her downfall too.’

I watched the match, tracking all she had pointed out. She was right. Certain things she had said were well known: they had the courts they performed better on, for example, hard court had always been Dylan’s preference, compared to Inés’ win on clay. But she’d managed to use their off-court personalities and translate it into on-court behaviour as well.

I asked, curious to what she thought, ‘And what is your style?’

Her dark eyes turned to me, her words laced with determination. ‘I play to win.’

‘I’m pretty sure they are playing like that too.’

‘But I do it better.’

I didn’t argue with her, enjoying seeing the competitor coming out, no matter the vicious edge it held. It was what had made her such a good player, her drive. Watching her play, before I’d even known her personally, had always been a treat. She wasn’t a player most rooted for, not because she was necessarily unlikeable, but because she was brutal with her playing on court. She’d wear her opponents down, play hard, win hard. It’s why it was such a contrast to her playing style in finals. She had the ability to win, there was no doubt of that, but it seemed like she got in her own way.

I couldn’t wait to see the result of everything we’d been working on. I wanted to watch her lift her own trophy, as much as I remembered wanting my own.

Dylan’s phone vibrated on the table in front of us. She held her device up, scanning the screen.

‘Oh wait, I have to take this.’ She answered the call, lifting it to her ear. ‘Hi Avery – what’s up?’

She shifted, pulling herself up and walking away for some privacy. I tried my best not to watch her leave, or to stare at her ass in the tight leggings she was wearing. I forced my eyes back to the screen, watching as the match restarted, Scottie having taken the first set.

This was torture. And what was worse, it was all a situation of my own making, but one I couldn’t quite regret. I was turning into a masochist because of her. Living with the torment of being close to her, but keeping our relationship squarely in the friend zone.

That damn night was supposed to be the vent for this attraction. Instead, it had turned into my breaking point, my feelings for her only growing stronger since. Every time I thought they’d reached a fever pitch, she’d find some way to drive me even closer to the edge.

I watched her through the window as she paced back and forth in the yard, my gaze narrowing as I read the annoyance on her face. She ran a hand through her long hair, pushing it back from her face.

If she’d been talking to somebody in person, I would’ve gone to see if there was something she needed help with. But instead, I left her alone, knowing if anyone could handle a difficult situation, it was her.

I still kept her in the corner of my eye, making sure her reaction didn’t get any more worrisome. When she returned, a couple games later, there was something different. As if someone had deflated her.

Dylan sat on the other side of the sofa, her legs tucking in under her as her focus returned to the screen. ‘Inés is fighting back,’ she mumbled absentmindedly. ‘Good girl.’

‘She’s doing alright.’ My voice wavered as we watched Inés miss a game point. Dylan hissing through her teeth, the screen zooming in on the pained face of her friend. Nosiness got the better of me and I asked, ‘Was that your mum? On the phone.’

Dylan swallowed uncomfortably, focused still on the screen. ‘No, a friend.’

‘That’s cool. Will she be in Brisbane?’ I asked, assuming it was a tennis friend. I knew I wasn’t entitled to anything, but how uncomfortable she had looked outside, that wasn’t how you looked on the phone to a friend.

‘She lives here actually. She was mad at me for not letting her know I was in town,’ she said, adjusting her position, pulling her legs closer into her body. I tried to push any lingering questions away, aware that if she wanted to tell me more, she would.

Another game point went to Scottie, before Dylan spoke again, apprehension biting at every word. ‘Do you have those kinds of friends, you’ve known them for a while, and sometimes, you know how close you used to be with them …’

‘But it’s not the same?’

She nodded, ‘It’s a little awkward.’

‘I get it. People grow apart. Especially when our lives are so different. It can be hard to stay in contact with all the travel.’

She exhaled, looking as if the weight she’d been carrying since the phone call had relented. ‘I feel like a terrible friend.’ Dylan took a moment, her eyes watching the last bit of play on the screen before looking back to me, ‘She’s always texting, trying to meet up. And I know I don’t put in the same effort.’

‘Why not arrange to meet her when we are back?’ I suggested. ‘I’m sure we could move one of your training sessions to the morning and you could have the afternoon.’

‘Gee, not even one day off, Coach Anderson?’

‘Keep dreaming, Bailey.’ She rolled her eyes at me as I added, ‘But if you do need time off, let me know. As much as we want to keep up the practising and make sure you are in the best shape possible, you should have a little fun.’

Her gaze stuck to me for a moment, something unreadable coming across her face. Her eyes shining, and then unexpectedly, her hand found mine, fingers interlacing before she squeezed. Once. Twice. Three times. Time stood still as I took in the moment, the delicate touch of her hand. The way her mouth opened, mouthing a silent ‘thank you’.

I smiled, letting the moment pass. ‘Do you want to watch something else?’

‘Yeah, Inés is losing anyway,’ Dylan replied, her hand slipping from mine. ‘I can’t watch it.’

‘You and Scottie have an odd friendship,’ I said, my voice still wavering and unsure.

Dylan paused, the match replaying Scottie hitting a powerful backhand. ‘I like her, I think,’ she said. ‘But I like watching her lose a little more.’

‘You aren’t sure if you like her?’

‘We have a complicated history,’ she said. ‘Competitors always do.’ I knew part of it. Scottie had been the player Dylan lost to at Wimbledon two summers ago. Only to find out that Scottie had cheated, being drugged by her own father-turned-coach.

I knew how complex and difficult those relationships could be. It could be tough for some players to not take what happened on the court personally. I moved on, letting it lie. ‘Are you going to pick the film?’

‘Of course,’ she said, sliding from the sofa as usual. I was tempted to find an excuse, escape to my bedroom. It was always harder in the evenings, sitting on the same sofa together, her body close to mine. At least when we were practising, she was half a court away.

Dylan picked out the movie and we adjusted on the sofa, sitting on opposite sides of the small couch, sharing a bowl of freshly popped microwave popcorn. Throughout the film, we slowly moved together, meeting in the middle, her head leaning against my shoulder, our feet resting on top of the coffee table. She shared her thoughts, even pointing out when there were shots of cinematography she enjoyed. I could only smile, acknowledging her point, enjoying her running commentary as we relaxed together, before both of us falling into a comfortable silence.

The movie credits were running when I realized I’d fallen asleep. Moving slightly, I found Dylan, her head still resting on me, her eyes closed, mouth hanging open, the tiniest trace of drool hanging out of her mouth.

She was still beautiful. She was always beautiful.

Being as gentle as I could, I slid one arm under her back, another under her knees, pulled her body close to mine and lifted her from the couch. Dylan’s body was all firm muscle, and I did my best not to enjoy the feel of her in my arms again too much.

Trying to be as gentle as possible, I carried her through to her bedroom, only hesitating a little at the doorway, memories of all we’d done between those four walls. And against them. Swallowing, I laid her down, the unmade bed making it easy to slip the duvet over her. She looked peaceful as she snuggled into the covers. My heart clenched painfully in my chest, somehow feeling lonely and desperate for more.

But I’d made my choice; to be only friends, and agreeing to one night that would haunt me for the rest of my life.

I left her, leaving the door ajar as I headed into my bedroom, ready to fake falling asleep in the guest bedroom until I was sure she was fast asleep. As soon as my head hit the horribly uncomfortable pillow, I was reminded how awful this bed was. Instead, my eyes traced the shadows on the ceiling, following them as I tried to distract myself from the girl on the other side of the wall.

She was right next door. As always, far too close. At first, it had been a crush, our friendship too new to be anything more, the distance safe enough to keep real feelings from forming. It had all started to change before the China Open. Seeing her in person, after weeks and weeks of communication.

The second I’d seen her at the gala, in that green dress, I should’ve known how deep in I was. If not from the fact I couldn’t take my eyes off her, but because I’d followed her around the world without so much as a place to stay.

‘Holy shit!’ I screamed at the sight of something black and large scurrying across my room, each one of its eight legs tapping along the floor. I scrabbled from the uncomfortable air mattress, darting out of the room, crashing into Dylan as I ran out of the room.

‘What is it?’ she asked, my hands on her shoulders to steady both of us, a panicked look etched on her tired face.

‘It’s huge.’ I looked back at the room, as if to make sure it wasn’t tracking my exit. Hunting me down. ‘It’s got so many fucking legs. It was hairy.’

‘A mouse?’ Dylan asked.

I lowered myself down on the hallway windowsill, keeping a safe distance. Dylan inched towards the room to investigate.

‘No, don’t. I think we need to call somebody,’ I cried, clutching her arm.

‘You’re being dramatic.’ She pulled herself from my grip. ‘What is it?’

‘A spider. A really fucking big spider,’ I replied. ‘I knew they were bigger here but Jesus Christ how big do they need to be?’

‘Let me go. I’ll save you from the big scary monster.’ She headed towards my bedroom, slowly at first, staying in my line of sight. Her body relaxed, ‘Oh, it’s just a baby.’

‘That’s a baby?’

‘It’s only a small one,’ she said, walking further into the bedroom. I heard some noise, half convincing myself she was fighting it Steve Irwin style.

Dylan vs the biggest spider I’d ever seen in my life. I truly wasn’t sure who would win.

‘It could be someone’s pet,’ she added, followed by a loud slam of the window. ‘I bet it escaped.’

‘That thing was a lot of things but small is not it,’ I shouted back, waiting for a moment, before I asked, ‘Did you kill it?’

The silence grew longer and I began to worry.

‘Dylan?’ I shouted, waiting for a response. I stepped forward, creeping towards the room. No response. My heart began to beat harder in my chest. No response. My hands turned clammy. I took a few steps forward, easing towards the doorway.

Something big and black flew out of the doorway, landing on my chest as I screamed in horror, falling backwards on the floor, feet scrambling as my hands swiped at whatever had landed on my chest.

It wasn’t until I heard the sound of an unhinged cackle that I took pause, fingers brave enough to pick up the thing on my chest. ‘Did you throw a pair of pants at me?’

She stood in the doorway, an arm wrapped around her midsection as she laughed, a hand over her mouth to muffle the noise. ‘You are great fun to tease. And easy.’

‘You are evil. Truly evil.’ I collapsed flat onto the floor, my lungs still burning for a full breath. ‘How did you get rid of it?’

‘I used a glass to put it outside.’

‘Must’ve been more like a bucket.’ I opened an eye to find her standing at my feet. She stretched out her arms towards me to help me up.

Dylan smiled. ‘Wait till you see the big ones. Then you’ll really be afraid.’

‘I hate this country,’ I muttered, my hands meeting hers for the second time tonight. I tried to ignore how they felt pressed together, the buzzing of electricity under my skin, all sparked by her touch. Dylan pulled me up. This time, when I was upright, I couldn’t bear to let my hands leave hers.

‘Border control will happily see you go,’ she grinned, her eyes still bright with mischief. Would she be happy to see me go? Leave her in peace?

‘I can’t believe people survive in this damn country.’

‘Hey! We turned out alright.’ Her hands slipped from mine as she stretched out her arms instead, her hands shaking in jazz hands. ‘Self-sufficient, reliable, able to get rid of tiny insects.’

‘Bratty,’ I retorted.

She brushed her hair over her shoulder, face betraying no emotion. ‘I have no idea what you mean.’

She turned, heading towards her bedroom, speaking over her shoulder. ‘Good night, Coach.’

‘Sleep tight, brat.’

She stopped momentarily in her tracks, like the nickname had struck her like lightning. She barely looked back at me as she closed the door behind her.

I was left, standing in the hallway, completely undone by Dylan Bailey, entirely too tempted by the thoughts of following her inside, even just for one more minute with her.


[image: ]


30

Dylan

Down Swinging – Holly Humberstone

I didn’t want to enjoy the thrill of watching Scottie Sinclair secure a point against an opponent. But a few days after settling in Brisbane, when Oliver’s suggestion of a doubles match against the couple of Sinclair and Kotas had found us on the same team, battling against the boys, I found I had no other choice.

Across the net, Nico and Oliver yelled at each other, bickering over whose fault their last lost point was. But in truth, they didn’t stand a fucking chance against us.

Scottie beamed over at me like the ray of flipping sunshine she was, and all I could do was nod my head once in acceptance, the barest crinkle of a smile playing on my lips.

We were playing best of three, and into the second set after Scottie and I had taken the first – with a decent battle from the boys. But with the score 4–2 in our favour, I was starting to feel cocky compared to these suckers. Even a friendly match was still a match, and I loved winning.

We’d even drawn a little crowd as we played on the practice courts, fans who’d arrived early to the tournament gathering around the fence, celebrating as we scored against the boys.

‘Nico looks a little slow today. I think we can catch him out with that.’ Scottie met me in the middle of the court, the ball held in her hand.

I raised an eyebrow, looking from her to Nico. ‘You’re quick to turn on lover boy.’

Scottie twirled the racket in her hand. ‘When he’s on the other side of the court, he can wear the hell out of those tiny shorts all he likes, but I’m still going to fucking win.’

‘First of all, gross,’ I grimaced, trying not to think of Nico Kotas’s tiny shorts. Just wear some goddamn clothes that fit, man. ‘Second, I think Oliver will cover him. His ego is too massive to let us win just because your boyfriend is slow and old.’

Scottie smirked. ‘Just his ego is massive?’

I made a noise in disgust. ‘Really?’ I asked. ‘Are we playing tennis or are we having a sleepover, braiding hair and chatting about boys?’

Before we’d found common ground, Scottie and I had attended the same training camp, barely lasting a few weeks together. I couldn’t imagine the chaos of being trapped in a room with Sinclair, watching Sleepless in Seattle. Which one of us would make it out alive?

But instead of matching my horror, Scottie’s face lit up with delight. ‘Is that option on the table?’ She rested her racket on her shoulder. ‘Because I’ll call this right now. I have a hook-up on a chocolate fountain ready to go.’

I threw my head back, closing my eyes as I silently begged for strength and mercy. And try to forget about how good a chocolate fountain sounded. ‘No, it’s not an option. Just pass me the ball so I can serve.’

‘Not until you tell me if you’ve seen Oliver’s balls.’

‘Pass it over.’ I stretched my hand towards her.

She threw the green ball up in the air, catching it perfectly. ‘Spill me the tea.’

‘There is no tea.’ I gritted my teeth together, wondering if this was her revenge for all the shit I’d given her about dating Kotas.

‘Bullshit.’ She threw the ball again, teasing me.

I tried to snatch it from her, sick of waiting, but she only pulled away. ‘Ball, Scottie.’

She rolled her eyes before she threw it over. ‘One day, I’m going break you. Whether it be a chocolate fountain, a margarita machine or just desperation to dish over your boy problems.’

‘I don’t have boy problems.’ I turned, walking to the serving line.

‘I don’t believe you!’ She sang the words back, the distance still enough that it was tempting to throw the ball back at her, aiming straight for that pretty head of hers. One glance across at Nico Kotas – her growly fiancé/6’3” bodyguard – reminded me otherwise.

My serve, the shot flying over the net, finding Oliver’s racket. He swung, returning and we volleyed across the court, Scottie getting some great returns in as she broke up the play. As much as I liked to give her a hard time, playing with her like this was actually kind of fun.

She was fast, I could trust her to get a ball when it hit the other side of the court, and we didn’t have too many disagreements tactically; we knew each other well enough as players, it was like sharing a brain.

She returned the ball, a powerful shot fired right to the edge of the court. Only Nico, with his albatross-level wingspan, could manage to reach that, hitting it back over the net to open court.

On instinct, I ran towards it, pulling back my arm in preparation. He hit it far, the ball just in, but that didn’t mean I didn’t stand a chance of reaching it. I pushed my body, refusing to relent. With burning lungs, my trainers slid across the hard court, my legs staying strong as I closed the distance. Closer and closer, the ball came within reach. With a strike of my racket, I aimed the shot over the net, my eyes tracking its journey. A groan ripped through me at the effort, the release of tension in my body a relief.

And then, under my weight, my ankle buckled, and before I knew it, my back hit the court, my leg under my weight, burning with pain. I cried out, unable to stop hot, panicked tears escaping me. The pain grew worse under even the slightest touch.

The first person who reached me was Scottie, her husky blue eyes staring straight into mine, a wild panic clear. Her hand reached for mine, squeezing as she wrapped her fingers around mine, her voice telling me it was going to be alright, asking where it hurt.

As the extent of the injury dawned on me, reading the realization in her face, my lungs grew tighter and tighter with anxiety, my sobbing began to turn into chokes for air, grasping at my rival. Scottie moved, sitting behind me as she pulled my body back into hers, her hands softly touching my arms, running up and down to comfort me.

It was only when I saw Oliver’s face, the sheer guilt and fear etched across his features, that I realized even Mr Endless-Well-Of-Optimism had run dry of hope.
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Dylan

when the party’s over – Billie Eilish

I lay still on the bed, trying to remember some of the visualization exercises Amy had taught me. At first, I’d scoffed at the idea of imagining rivers and leaves but sometimes – late at night when sleep felt like an unfamiliar concept and anxiety was wreaking havoc on my brain – I found myself feeling desperate enough to try.

And as I lay there, my ankle on ice and elevated to try and take down the swelling, I felt that familiar hopelessness clouding me again.

What if this was it? The end. The cruel irony of my retiring, only to return and immediately fucking injure myself playing a casual doubles match would’ve had me giving up all over again if I still believed I had any actual control in all of this.

There was a quick knock and after a moment, Oliver appeared, apprehension clear across his face as he asked, ‘Can I come in?’

I swallowed, silently nodding my head.

He closed the door, reaching the bed in a few strides. His gaze lingered on my lifted leg. ‘How are you doing?’

‘Super,’ I answered dryly. ‘I’m living my best life here.’

‘I know this isn’t ideal …’ He trailed off, as if he hadn’t even thought of the second half of his sentence.

‘Ideal?’ I repeated, dumbfounded. ‘No, Oliver. This is fucking far from ideal.’

He opened his mouth to speak again. I bit my tongue, trying my best not to turn my fear and anxiety into anger, into a sharp tongue that took no prisoners. I didn’t want to hurt him like that. Not again.

I inhaled deeply, reminding myself not to lash out like after the crash. I’d hurt him, and I didn’t want us to go to that place again. I gripped the bed underneath me, taking in the hollow look in his eyes. The silence that filled the room was sending me spinning even further.

Another knock at the door, and Dr Reid, the on-call doctor at the private hospital they had taken to me, stepped inside.

He smiled softly. ‘Hello Dylan, how are you feeling?’

‘Elevated,’ I said, looking at my leg. ‘And cold.’

‘I know it can be uncomfortable but it’s the best way to get rid of the swelling.’ He stopped at the end of the bed, still consulting his notes. Oliver moved to me, stepping to the side. ‘We’ve taken a look at the results of your MRI.’ I didn’t question when Oliver’s hand found mine and interlaced our fingers. ‘It looks like you’ve avoided a more severe ligament injury, and I’m confident that we are dealing with a moderate sprain.’

‘Does that mean –’ I started to ask, but Oliver answered for him, turning to look directly down at me.

‘We can still compete,’ he said solemnly, with reassuringly soft eyes and a steady gaze.

‘Not at Brisbane,’ I answered.

‘But Melbourne … we have three weeks.’

‘With plenty more rest, ice, compression and elevation,’ the doctor said, interrupting our conversation. ‘I’m sure between your general doctor and plenty of physiotherapy, we have a chance of getting you back on the court. But a moderate sprain typically involves partial tearing of the ligament, so you must give it the time to heal first.’

I nodded, trying to listen to everything else he said but I was already overthinking. The sprain wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good either. If I wasn’t ready, or if I pushed too early, I could cause more damage and put even more at risk.

Eventually the doctor left, leaving Oliver and me alone again.

Oliver pulled his phone from his pocket, barely looking up at me as he texted furiously. ‘I’ll get the physio in Melbourne booked. She already knows we’ll be working with her but I’ll see if she has more time over the next couple of weeks.’

I nodded silently, trying to hold back tears. This was good news, right? There was a chance I’d make it. But I still felt deflated, unable to stop myself from tumbling down into an abyss. What if I wasn’t ready? What was this all for?

‘Are you okay?’ Oliver looked at me, a worried crease in his brow.

I nodded without a word, unable to bring myself to say anything without crying. My hand curled, fingernails digging in the palm. In less than a second, Oliver was beside me, pulling my body in towards him.

His warm chest pressed against me, his head tucked into mine, hands pressing into my back as he just … held me. Slowly the feeling of panic eased away, and instead, I wrapped my arms around him and allowed myself to enjoy the feeling.

‘There’s no doubt this is a setback, Dylan,’ he murmured into my shoulder, validating my disappointment. He moved slightly, looking at me directly. ‘But if anyone can do it, I believe you can.’

‘Why?’ I asked. ‘It’s barely three weeks away. It’s too soon.’

‘We can rest up. Focus on your mentality. Follow the doctor’s orders to the letter,’ Oliver replied, his hands still holding me close. I didn’t move a muscle in case he pulled away.

‘I’m weeks away from the biggest competition of my life, my home slam, and I’ve sprained my ankle during a stupid friendly,’ I complained, the rising tide of stress growing, but still limited by his proximity.

‘And I don’t think you’re going to let it stand in your way,’ he said. ‘Just rest for now.’

I laughed bitterly. ‘I mean I’m hardly going anywhere fast.’

Oliver let out a heavy breath, his hands falling away from me. He looked sad as he said, ‘Dylan, I’m sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault.’

‘I arranged the match.’

‘Scottie said she’d call it off if I agreed to a sleepover,’ I countered. ‘Is it my fault for not agreeing?’

His hands rose to his face, rubbing his temples as if my stress and anxiety had transferred to him. ‘That’s not the same.’

‘You don’t know how serious that girl is about braiding hair,’ I joked. I shuffled over on the bed, patting the space next to me. If Oliver thought twice about joining me, it didn’t show. He pushed onto the small space, stretching out beside me, his legs hanging off the side. I needed him close.

‘I’m surprised she’d trust you,’ he remarked, his arms wrapping around me. He felt so good.

‘She absolutely shouldn’t.’

We stayed like that, lying beside each other, finding some peace in the comfort of him being near. I knew I shouldn’t let myself enjoy it. But these days it was becoming close to impossible to pretend to myself that I didn’t have stronger feelings towards him. That I didn’t think about him day and night. That I realized the true depth of friendship because of him. He was a reminder of how it felt to have somebody in my life who understood me, truly stuck by me, who allowed me to be myself and not some reduced, palatable version.

‘I thought we could stick around Brisbane for the first few days,’ Oliver said. ‘Check out some of the competition.’

‘Yes, my second favourite pastime, watching tennis.’

He patted my shoulder twice, laughter rocking his body. ‘That’s the spirit.’

My eyes caught on the soft curve of his grin, momentarily mesmerized by the casualness of him. ‘You better hope I stay immobile.’

‘You’ll be marginally easier to train,’ he scoffed in response. ‘You can get awfully violent.’

‘I didn’t mean to hit that ball at you.’ I rolled my eyes, thinking back to one of our practically relentless and brutal training sessions a few weeks ago where he’d made me run suicides before practising my returns. ‘It slipped.’

‘Maybe not the first. Or even the second,’ he countered. ‘But by the third and fourth I was growing suspicious.’

I struggled to contain a knowing smirk. ‘Like I said, it slipped.’

‘Sure, a seasoned tennis pro like yourself is unable to aim the ball,’ Oliver grumbled.

‘It happens to even the best of us.’

‘Maybe I should add more drills in that case,’ he offered. At first, the threat had me dreading our next practice, until I realized …

‘Got bad news for you, coach,’ I said, motioning to my leg. For a second, I wasn’t unhappy to be uninjured. ‘I’m benched.’

‘Shit,’ he swore, the thrill of winning our little argument causing my heartbeat to trip over itself. He hummed, the noise vibrating from his body and through my chest. ‘You know that excuse is going to have an expiry date.’

‘And then I should expect your wrath?’

‘My revenge will be unrelenting.’ His arms tightened around me, as if to trap me. But if his embrace was a prison, then find me guilty and sentence me to life.

‘Bring it on, coach.’

He laughed again, and I was a certified goner, the comfort of him almost too much. How was I ever supposed to want anyone else again when he existed? When it felt like this to be friends with him? How much more would it be to kiss him, the ghost of that night playing on my mind? I knew how those lips felt, what they tasted like, and I had a craving for more.

I’d take what I could get of him, never demanding more than he was willing to give, but trying to be satisfied with this was like trying to convince myself that a snack was as fulfilling as a four-course meal. It simply wasn’t enough and I felt like I was driving myself insane trying to pretend like it was.

‘You got it, brat,’ he promised, his eyes bright as he teased me with his favourite nickname for me. If he knew what the word did to me, would he still use it?
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Oliver

New Year’s Day – Taylor Swift

‘I’m just saying, you are a lot less strict on Scottie than you were on me,’ Nico grumbled, leaning back on the marble kitchen counter, the loud thumping of the music filling the rest of the suite around us.

‘So?’ Jon shrugged beside me. I took a long sip of my glass of champagne, trying to hide my smirk at the discussion unfolding. It was the first day of the Brisbane International, and all the players who didn’t have a match the next day had crowded into Scottie and Nico’s large presidential suite to bring in the New Year.

Nico’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘Well, why? Are you going easier on her?’

‘I don’t need to go hard on Scottie,’ Jon explained calmly. He took his time, taking a sip of his own drink before simply saying, ‘She works harder.’

‘Excuse me?’ Nico’s eyes flicked between the two of us.

‘She’s more focused,’ Jon laughed. ‘And … I like her more than you.’

Nico’s attention turned to me as his hands gripped the counter behind him. ‘Do you see what I have to put up with?’

I chuckled deeply, ‘Just lie back and enjoy your retirement.’

‘Speaking of retirements …’ Jon trailed off, looking towards me. ‘Thought about making any announcements.’

I hummed, downing the remainder of my glass. ‘I’m coaching.’

‘We know. It looks good on you,’ Nico said, nodding his head towards me. ‘And so does Dylan.’

‘There’s nothing going on,’ I pressed.

‘Liar,’ Nico smirked, repeating the words singing around my head.

‘I’m coaching her,’ I said plainly. ‘She’s a friend.’

‘I remember those very words coming from Nico,’ Jon hummed.

‘Yeah … we were not just friends,’ he admitted, looking a little … bashful? What had Scottie done with him?

I sighed, wishing I hadn’t downed most of my drink. Looking away, I couldn’t help but think of that moment in the hospital room, when the doctor said there was still hope for Melbourne. The way my heart had squeezed so tightly, I thought I was going to have to ask for assistance.

I couldn’t help but still wonder if it was my fault. If I was too inexperienced for this level of professional coaching. If I should’ve started with a literal beginner rather than jumping straight in at the deep end of ‘hey let’s win a Grand Slam together’. If me being distracted by my feelings caused me to not focus enough on her training.

If I had put her entire career at risk.

‘Hey, you alright?’ Nico asked.

I met Jon’s eyes as he added, ‘You look a little pale there.’

I swallowed, the counter I had been leaning against not enough to hold me up. ‘I need some air.’

Nico motioned me out of the kitchen, leading us into one of the bedrooms.

‘Come out onto the balcony,’ he said, opening up a floor-to-ceiling window, holding it open for me.

I followed, stepping out into the warm Brisbane air, looking at the city around us. The lights of the high-rises surrounded us, a buzz in the atmosphere as we waited down the clock to midnight. The wind was warm, summer in full swing, but comforting nonetheless, the breeze still cooling my body, easing the tightness from my chest.

‘Feeling better?’ Nico asked, sitting near the window frame, while Jon ventured further out with me, leaning against the railing of the balcony.

When I nodded, Jon asked, ‘What’s wrong?’

I struggled to find the right words, trying to put the racing thoughts into a context they could understand. ‘I feel like I’m going to fuck this all up, the coaching. Dylan’s put all her faith in me and what if I wasn’t ready? What if I’ve made a mistake and –’

‘I’m going to stop you right there,’ Jon said firmly, his tone pressing but calm. ‘Take a deep breath.’ I did as he said, inhaling the warm city air. The band around my chest relaxed only an inch but it was something. ‘Let me tell you an industry secret: we all share your anxiety. We keep it under control for our player, but God, when they are playing, I’m losing it. Going over all the things I could’ve done better, the ways I failed them.’

‘Which quite frankly are numerous,’ Nico interrupted from behind us.

‘Ignore him,’ Jon instructed. ‘We will always weigh up the effect we have upon somebody, and deem the negative, the missed opportunities more important. And sometimes we will fail. That’s life. We do what we can and it’s not always enough. But remember when we first had the conversation about you coaching?’ he asked. I nodded in answer, concentrating on his every word. ‘I meant what I said, you’re good at this. She’s injured but that happens.’

I swallowed down his words, understanding what he was trying to tell me, grateful he wasn’t sugarcoating his advice.

‘And dude, you can deny it all you want,’ Nico started up again, ‘but we see how you look at her. I mean, that shit you pulled jumping on the plane to travel with her.’

Jon looked at him. ‘Here? Australia?’ he said, pointing a finger to confirm.

‘Yup,’ Nico said. ‘Just randomly caught the flight. Got a quick visa. Screamed “idiotic shit you do when you like a girl”.’

Jon’s eyes went wide. ‘Okay, well, wow.’

‘I –’ I started.

Nico cut me off, mocking me again. ‘I was a complete dumbass for thinking I could hide when I was in love.’

‘I’m not in love,’ I rejected, wincing as even the denial felt wrong rolling off my tongue, the tone off-pitch.

Nico laughed, ‘Might want to rehearse that one a few more times to make it sound real.’

I shot him a look, all the while knowing I had dug myself into this hole. If it was clear to them, was it to her? Or were we two blind idiots dancing around the truth, spending twenty-four hours a day pining for that one night we had pretended could only be until sunrise. Wishing for something more between us but throwing in any and every excuse to keep us apart, from actually being happy? And for what? I was still her coach, still distracted by everything about her. Wasn’t it worse like this?

‘It’s okay to be afraid, Oliver,’ Jon said. ‘But it’s not okay to let that fear hold you back. Especially when it’s love. Don’t waste a moment of that.’

This time I didn’t deny it. I sat with it, rolling the word around, trying to work out how it felt, like a child with a puzzle box, seeing if the square fits in the circle hole. Before I could find the answer, Inés appeared from the darkened bedroom behind Nico.

‘What are you guys doing here?’ she asked, her dark hair pushed back behind her ears.

‘Talking sense into Oliver,’ Nico smirked from beside her.

‘Oh, is this about Dylan?’ she asked, my heart fully stopping in my chest as Inés said her name.

My expression turned into panic, face draining of colour as Nico’s smirk exploded into a grin. ‘See!’

‘She’s been so … weird today. The Dylan I know would be a nightmare to be around when she’s injured and has to pull out of a competition,’ Inés began. ‘But I swear to God, I saw her smiling earlier. She never fucking smiles.’

A strange warm feeling filled me up, like a blanket of comfort, as a supercut in my head played every single time she grinned brightly at me. It was the most beautiful thing about her.

I was in far too deep.

‘Anyway, it’s a ten-minute warning until the bells,’ Inés warned. We followed her back into the luxury suite. It was already very late for athletes during a competition. I could feel the disdain of the other coaches, their intermittent peering at the clock only so they could sweep their players back to their rooms as soon as it hit midnight. It was strangely bittersweet, the feeling that I should be among them still a little fresh after Dylan’s injury.

I grabbed two glasses of real champagne from the kitchen, most of the bottles being non-alcoholic fizz for the players competing, and headed through the vast presidential suite. I smiled at groups of familiar faces, locating Dylan sitting on a plush sofa, a pair of crutches to the side of her, her injured leg outstretched on the coffee table.

Standing across from her, I tsked.

‘What?’ she asked, confused. I put the champagne glasses down, picking up one of the spare cushions stacked next to her.

‘This,’ I said, stepping towards where her leg rested on the coffee table, gently lifting her injured limb, ‘is supposed to be elevated.’

‘What would I do without you?’ she said, the tightness in my chest increasing ten-fold.

‘Struggle.’ I sat down next to her. The skin of her bare arm brushed against mine, causing me to be aware of how close I was sitting to her. I didn’t dare move away.

‘You were gone for a while,’ she noted, as I leaned even closer to hear her over the music in the room. I could smell her perfume, the scent rich and intense.

‘Jon and Nico were bullying me.’

‘Aw, want me to go beat them up with you,’ she said, nodding towards her crutches. ‘I’m armed now.’

I shook my head. Dylan had been brutal with those crutches, using them to grab my attention, to pull items too far away. I wasn’t sure she was going to give them up when she was healed.

‘No, it’s fine.’ I leaned my head back on the head rest, rolling it round to find her staring right back at me. I froze momentarily, trapped in her gaze, swallowing down the fact I was so done for her it should be embarrassing. ‘How is your night going?’

‘Inés was hanging out with me,’ she replied. ‘But she kept being weird.’

I fought the embarrassment at the mention of her friend, the scene out on the balcony all too fresh in my mind. ‘Oh, that’s annoying.’

She shrugged, her voice sounding lighter as she replied, ‘I guess.’

Around us, the music dimmed, the bustling crowd breaking out in a cheer before the countdown began. Moving forward, I grabbed the glasses I’d taken for us, passing one over to her.

‘Thanks,’ she said, smiling softly at me. The smile that Inés had said was rare, but maybe it was special for me and for me alone. I committed each to memory, knowing these were mine.

‘Three …’

I tried to push past my thoughts, trying to remember why I had been holding back from her. Why for weeks and months I had tried to keep her at arm’s length. I came up empty.

‘Two …’

As the seconds of the last year ticked away, I realized what it had brought me. Heartbreak. A feeling of being lost like I’d never experienced before. And a wake-up call in the form of Dylan Elizabeth Bailey. Like in the time before her, I’d been sleep-walking. She was the only thing strong enough to wake me up. To make me want more again.

‘One …’

‘Can we talk?’ I said, shouting over the crowd. Her smile dimmed as she eased forward, trying to hear what I said, but it was too late, the crowd erupted into cheers as all around us, confetti burst into the air.

‘Happy New Year!’

I was helpless to the draw of her as the room erupted with noise, celebrations going off around us as she looked at our friends and competitors alike.

Dylan lifted her glass midway between us, mouthing ‘Happy New Year!’ over the noise of the room. My glass met hers, cheering in celebration. I couldn’t take my eyes from her as I took a sip. She was simply beautiful, her brunette hair down, cascading over her shoulders, eyes darkened with make-up. It was hard not to be struck by the reminder of it all, how much I craved more of her. I was running out of excuses not to touch her, using any cause to close any and all space between us.

And then, sitting on the sofa next to her, the lovers in the room locked in each other’s embrace, I longed to be hers, to take the leap and kiss her again. I knew if I started, I’d find it hard to ever stop.

I sat still in indecision, like I was trapped and unable to make any movement without falling into her. Did she still feel it too? Did she still want me?

Without realizing, the distance slowly closed, as if we both couldn’t fight it anymore; whether it was the champagne or the need wearing down our strength over the weeks, it didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered was her and the question on my mind, wondering if her lips would taste like the champagne she’d drunk.

‘Happy New Year!’ Inés crashed in between us, pushing us apart as her arms stretched around us. She beamed, placing a kiss square on Dylan’s face. I swore for a second, I could read disappointment across Dylan’s features, before a smile replaced her slackened features.

I tried to ignore my own deflation, watching as Dylan pulled Inés in for a hug of her own, wishing her friend a happy new year. Her eyes found mine as she hugged, only for a second before she looked away, distracted by the sound of the off-key singing of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ breaking out around the room.

Nico and Scottie came over, shaking hands and pulling us in for hugs and celebration, pulling me further and further away from Dylan, every single centimetre a misery.

It wasn’t long before the room began to empty, coaches corralling their players to bed in preparation for the competition ahead, and we weren’t far behind, Nico kicking us out to allow Scottie to prepare for her match the following day.

Silently, we waited together by the elevator in the now-empty hallway, the only noise between us the ping announcing the arrival of the lift.

‘What time is the flight tomorrow?’ she asked as we stepped inside, pressing the button to our floor.

‘Midday. We can leave after breakfast,’ I replied, the mental plan for tomorrow coming into place. We would fly back to Melbourne, and her physio would come over first thing to assess the swelling on her joint.

‘It’s an internal flight. We don’t need to be super early.’

I hummed, ‘It’s good to be on time.’

She leaned into a corner of the elevator, taking support from the bar. ‘There’s being on time, and then there’s five hours early.’

‘There could be traffic.’

‘Hey, whatever you want. I’m sure it will be thrilling to hang out in the airport lounge,’ she joked as the doors slid open, revealing our floor. Our rooms were close together, mine a little further down the hallway from hers.

I stepped out, only turning back when I realized she was struggling with her crutches, one of the supports at the bottom adjusted incorrectly. The pained, frustrated look on her face as she fought with the rubber cap telling me all I needed to know about her pain levels, her ankle still swollen and sore after the injury.

‘Come here,’ I said, stepping back over to her. ‘I’ll carry you.’

She looked at me, incredulous. ‘Carry me?’

‘It will be quicker. Your room isn’t far.’

She looked around the hallway for some sort of answer, before ultimately accepting her fate. ‘Fine. Let’s get it over with.’

‘What a lovely way to say thank you,’ I joked, leaning down in front of her.

‘A piggyback?’ Her voice rang with laughter. Slowly her arms went around my neck, her legs brushing against my hands. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Come on. You’ll love it.’ I grinned as my hands clasped behind her knees, pulling her up with me. I suffocated a groan as I took a step, enjoying the weight of her on me, the fact that she trusted me not to drop her.

‘This is ridiculous,’ she complained, but she didn’t fight me. Instead, her head rested against my shoulder, her hot breath on the back of my neck driving me wild. No matter the touch, any physical contact with her was dangerous.

‘I can put you down if you want,’ I teased.

‘No,’ she immediately replied, one arm tight around my neck, while the other gripped her crutches. ‘I’m alright.’

‘You know, I didn’t realize coaching meant giving my player the princess treatment.’

‘I’m a special case.’

‘You’re definitely something.’

‘I’m going to take that as a compliment.’

I let out a quiet chuckle, feeling a little blue as we reached her door. I eased her back onto her good leg, one crutch giving her enough support.

‘I guess I’ll see you at breakfast?’ I swallowed the uncomfortable lump in my throat, the thought of leaving her – no matter how close our rooms – too much.

‘I’ll be down around seven.’

‘I think I’ll need an extra hour. I’m beat.’

‘Look who’s slacking now!’ she teased, smiling sleepily over at me.

I waved her off. ‘Even coaches get tired.’

‘Sure. I’ll let you pretend it’s not because you can’t handle your champagne.’

I fought a grin across my face as I turned away to head to my own room, feeling like if I didn’t leave soon, I’d have an even harder time leaving. ‘Goodnight, Dylan.’

‘Oliver?’ I turned, finding her standing where I’d put her.

‘Yeah?’ I asked, sleep beginning to wash over me at the thought of another night in a comfortable bed.

She hobbled forward with her one crutch, closing the gap between us. Taking me by surprise, her lips found mine, placing the softest of kisses on my lips. The moment was so far out of what I expected from her that I stood frozen. Her lips tasted exactly how I’d expected, felt exactly how I had remembered them.

‘Happy New Year.’ She pulled back, keeping her eyes on mine. My hand reached out to grasp her, pull her back to me and keep her close. But she stepped away, the distance overwhelming, shaking her head as she bit her lip.

‘Not tonight,’ she pressed, stepping further back, her hand finding the door. ‘Don’t make that decision tonight.’ Barely breaking my gaze, she unlocked the door.

‘Dylan,’ I said her name like a plea for mercy. But again, she shook her head.

‘I’ll see you at breakfast.’ And then she disappeared into the bedroom, leaving me barely able to comprehend what had just happened.
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So High School – Taylor Swift

In the morning, we didn’t talk about the kiss. At the airport, on the plane, we pretended I had not been a complete idiot and kissed him goodnight. We spent a week back home in Melbourne, also not speaking about it.

I was beginning to think we might never address it. Whether this was a relief or a nightmare, I wasn’t sure.

‘Sit down!’ Oliver yelled from the kitchen.

I turned to face him, a scowl stinging across my face. ‘Stop bossing me about.’

He shook his head sharply, pointing between me and the sofa I was supposed to be resting on. ‘I’m your coach, it’s my job.’

‘My coach, not my nurse.’ I stopped myself from sticking out my tongue at him, sick of him constantly telling me what to do or, more accurately, not to do. He refused to let me do anything without assistance or just straight up taking over what I was doing. I was surprised he let me go to the bathroom without knocking on the door, asking if I needed anything.

A small smile curled on my lips as I pointed behind him. ‘You’re burning the chicken.’

Oliver jumped into action, pulling the pan off the heat. I could only laugh as I sat down again, watching him panicking, flailing around while he attempted to save dinner.

Radley, my physio, came back into the living room, her large equipment bag thrown over her shoulder. ‘I’m getting out of here before you guys have a domestic. Remember to do those exercises, Dylan.’

‘She will,’ Oliver said, dinner apparently saved.

‘I can speak for myself, dude,’ I bit back. My attention turning to Radley, ‘I’ll try.’

Oliver turned, a stony look cemented across his features. ‘She will.’

I rolled my eyes, ignoring him, smiling politely at my physiotherapist. ‘See you tomorrow.’

‘See you! Bye,’ she called, her voice light with humour as she left. I headed over towards the TV to grab the controller, when I heard Oliver shouting again from behind me.

‘Oi! Get back on the couch.’

I didn’t even turn back to him as I continued to limp over towards where I could see it sitting. ‘I’m getting the TV remote.’

‘I could’ve got it for you.’

‘It’s like two metres away and you are supposed to be cooking. Although God knows why since it will probably be horrible.’

‘It will be edible,’ he promised. ‘Now sit down, and I’ll bring it over when it’s done.’

This time I did as he said, not wanting to push Oliver any further. It was fair to say I’d driven him mad enough already today.

After some swearing and chaotic noises of irritation from the kitchen, Oliver made his way over with two plates of food, presenting an attempt at chicken and rice. Suspiciously, I eyed the meat.

‘Is it …’ I began, looking from my plate to his, ‘supposed to be this colour?’

‘It’s cooked.’

I scraped at the surface. ‘It’s black.’

‘I think it’s the seasoning.’

‘What’s the seasoning?’ I joked. ‘Charcoal?’

‘Just pick out the bad bits. It’s not all like this.’

I nodded, unconvinced. I decided to cut off the burned part, cutting the meat apart.

‘Um, Oliver.’ I said, watching him as he pushed his food around his plate, looking equally unsure. ‘Don’t eat that.’

‘Why not?’

‘ ’Cause it’s still pink.’ I said, turning the fork around, revealing the chicken uncooked in the middle.

Oliver sighed angrily, lifting his plate from his lap and putting it on the coffee table, as if he couldn’t stand to be near his failure any longer. ‘How on earth is it burnt and raw?’

‘I don’t know but this feels like some sort of new low with our cooking skills.’

‘Yeah, we need to stop trying. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to serve you literal death on a plate.’

His hand went to my plate to take it away from me, but my hand found his, catching his attention. I held his gaze, ‘You know I’m grateful for everything, right?’

‘I haven’t done anything,’ he rasped, but I only shook my head.

‘That’s bullshit, and you know it,’ I replied, my voice softening again as I continued. ‘I thought I was done for. I was injured, and you pulled me up off the ground yet again,’ I said, swallowing the lump in my throat. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

Oliver didn’t say a word, he sat there in silence, his expression unreadable. After a beat, I moved the conversation along, ‘Will I order pizza?’

He looked at me, the reluctance clear across his face. At first, I was sure he was going to say no, tell me we could eat a salad or something shitty we had planned for tomorrow’s lunch. But surprisingly, a grin broke through the hesitancy. ‘Yes, but on one condition.’

‘What?’ I asked, his smile increasing in wattage.

‘Don’t tell your coach.’

I lay awake in my bed, staring at the opposite wall knowing Oliver was on the other side. I didn’t know what I’d been thinking the past few days. There was the embarrassment in the living room when I’d come too close to telling him how I felt, exactly how much I appreciated him.

Then there was the goddamn kiss. What was I thinking?

Why was I seemingly intent on acting like such an obvious love-sick idiot? I had to pull it together before I made the wrong move, and pushed him away.

Promising myself to do better, I turned over, wishing for the sweet relief of sleep to find me. But it was then the hallway light shining under the bedroom door caught my eye. I pushed up, sure that I had turned it off. Carefully I got out of bed, limping to the bedroom door.

I opened the door to find Oliver standing suspiciously in the hallway, a pillow tucked under his arm, his duvet thrown over his shoulder.

‘Where are you going? Was there another spider?’ I teased sleepily.

His panicked expression melted. He looked so good in just a thin cotton T-Shirt and a pair of shorts. ‘I’m going downstairs for a drink.’

‘With half your bed?’

His arms tightened around the items, holding them close to his body. ‘I like to be cozy.’

I looked at him flatly, trying to figure out what was going on. Realization hit me. ‘Are you sleeping on the couch?’

‘Um …’

‘Oh my God, are you sneaking downstairs to sleep on the sofa?’ I shrieked, horror dawning on me. ‘How long has this been going on for?’

He raised his hand, palm face down to calm me. ‘Not long.’

‘Since we got back from Brisbane?’ I questioned, watching as his face gave his answer away. ‘Longer?’ My voice grew louder and higher in pitch.

His hand rubbed at the back of his neck. ‘It’s been a few weeks.’

‘Why?’ I hated that he’d kept this from me, instead creeping around the house at all hours of the night.

‘The airbed was doing a murder on my back and we were focusing on your training, I didn’t want to be a distraction.’

‘Oliver, you’re my guest,’ I cried.

‘Uninvited guest.’

‘You let me believe the air mattress was fine.’

‘I didn’t want to complain.’

‘Because you never complain.’ I shook my head, thinking of that sofa downstairs. It was comfy enough to sit on, but to sleep on for weeks? My brows pressed together in question, ‘Is it even big enough to sleep on?’

He grimaced, muttering under his breath, ‘I curl up.’

‘You curl up?’ I tried to imagine him squished into the foetal position, or even worse, his legs sticking out of the end of the sofa. I bet he’d look pretty cute like that. I shook my head. ‘No, I can’t stand it. Come on.’

He partially followed me as I limped back into my bedroom, pausing at the doorway. Oliver looked at me strangely as I pulled my own cover up off the bed.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

‘You can have my bed,’ I said easily, picking up the pillows and covers, piling them high in my arms.

‘No.’ He didn’t move an inch.

‘I’ll take the air mattress.’

‘Absolutely not.’ Oliver shook his head. ‘I’m fine with the couch.’

I sighed, hobbling past him to the hallway, ‘I’m not letting you sleep another night on the goddamn couch.’

I moved through to his bedroom. Boxes still lined the walls, but the room was tidy. He’d been here for longer than a month, and we still hadn’t sorted this room out. ‘We can go and pick up a proper bed and mattress for the spare room tomorrow, but tonight, please take mine.’

‘No, Dylan. You need your sleep, and besides, you’re injured.’

My nose wrinkled with annoyance as I threw my bedding onto the air mattress. ‘I’ve sprained my ankle, I’m not dying.’ I looked at him, crossing my arms. ‘How bad can it be?’

‘Really? How bad?’ He laughed once, pointing to the bed. ‘You try it.’

‘Okay fine.’ I said, sitting down on the bed. I swung my legs around and lay on the bed, wiggling to get comfortable. ‘See it’s not that …’ I muttered, trying to lie still and find a comfortable position. I could somewhat understand what he was saying. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing in the world. ‘It’s fine if I sleep on my side.’

I made eye contact with Oliver, who was now leaning against the doorway, a shit-eating grin across his face. ‘Okay, maybe the other side.’ I rolled over, each movement as uncomfortable as the last.

‘Just admit it, Dylan,’ Oliver crooned.

I mumbled, wiggling again, trying to will my body into comfort. ‘I’m sure if I lie still enough I’ll drift off to sleep.’

He laughed from behind me, before adding, ‘I’m going downstairs so no matter what, your bed is free.’

Instantly, I shot up. ‘Wait. No, please. I can’t stand the idea of you curled up down there.’ I pushed myself from the bed. ‘The back pain must be awful.’

He shrugged uncaringly. ‘I mean, it’s better than the air mattress.’

I didn’t disagree. Tomorrow, I had a strong intention to take a pin to that air mattress and watch it exhale its last breath for what it had done to my body in the last thirty seconds.

He turned, heading towards the stairs. I eased myself up from the bed, shouting from behind him. ‘Let’s just … share.’

He paused, turning around with a look of confusion. ‘The sofa?’

‘The bed.’ Those two words hung in the air between us, lingering as we both stayed silent for the longest moment. The silence bit at me, swallowing up all the oxygen in the space between us.

‘No.’ The word punched through the hush, the firm line of Oliver’s jaw settling.

I placed a hand on my hip, taking another risk. Might as well double down. ‘Oliver, we’ve done it before.’

‘No.’

‘Just this time …’ I attempted to salvage the offer, ‘there will be far more clothing.’

The firm line of his lips remained. ‘Please, Dylan, don’t joke.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. I wasn’t even sure I was pushing this idea. Surely, this would be hell for me as well as him. ‘Please, we are both adults. We can share a bed without getting it on.’

He leaned against the banister of the stairs, as if requiring the physical support to keep him upright. ‘Again with the joking?’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t stop.’ I pushed away all the other ten jokes that instantly came to mind, my own discomfort at the situation only fuelling my need to mock it. Sharing a bed was the logical situation. If he wasn’t going to take the bed, wasn’t going to let me sleep anywhere else, then what else was left?

But even the idea of lying next to him in the very bed where he’d last touched me was a mix of deep discomfort and extreme longing. As if I was already too keenly aware of the torture I was signing myself up for. Would I even sleep? Or would I lie awake watching the way his chest rose and fell, mesmerized by even the smallest of actions from him?

He looked more exhausted than I’d ever seen him, as his fingers pushed his hair back. ‘I don’t know, Dylan.’

‘It’s just a bed. I share one with friends all the time.’ The word tasted sour on my lips. Friends. Like I was back at square one pretending that’s all I felt for him. I hadn’t even bothered to remind myself that we were supposed to ‘just be friends’ in weeks. I was tired of trying to clown myself into believing. ‘And tomorrow, we will go and get you a proper bed to sleep on.’

‘This feels like such a bad idea.’

‘I don’t see why,’ I lied, clearly seeing every single reason and ignoring each one. ‘It’s the perfect middle ground. It’s this, or I sleep on that god-awful air mattress you’ve been subjected to.’

He took a moment, grimacing at the idea. ‘Fine.’ I fought the urge to die on the spot. Whether it was in celebration of winning or grief at a lost night of sleep, I wasn’t sure. He continued, raising an eyebrow, ‘But if anything happens …’

A small daring smirk grew across my lips. ‘What?’ I asked. ‘You’ll punish me if I’m bad?’

His head fell forward, shaking slightly as he mumbled, ‘I hate this already.’
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Bed Chem – Sabrina Carpenter

‘Will you move over?’ I complained, turning around again.

‘I can’t! I’m on the edge.’

‘I doubt that very much.’ I pushed up, looking over at his half of the bed. ‘Look there’s still all this room over here.’ I pointed to the sliver of space.

He sighed heavily. ‘That is not empty, it’s where my arm goes.’

‘Could you not lie on your side? You’ll take up less room.’

‘But I sleep on my back.’

‘You usually sleep on the couch,’ I retorted.

‘And I’ll go back there if you don’t stop complaining,’ Oliver threatened. ‘You were the one who forced me here.’

‘I didn’t force you,’ I corrected, ‘I simply said that if you didn’t sleep in the bed, I wouldn’t either.’

‘There was a degree of coercion.’ He pressed his hands to his face, wiping the sleep away from his eyes.

‘Well, maybe if I’d realized before how much space you’d take up, I wouldn’t have pushed the idea.’ I poked his arm as it pushed over to me, his elbow nearly hitting me in the face.

‘Are you trying to drive me downstairs?’ His words were muffled by his hands.

‘No …’ I said, unable to keep the playful smile from my face. ‘Is it working?’

He let out a loud, annoyed groan. I began to wonder if I’d maybe pushed him a little too far. ‘Go to sleep, Dylan.’

This time, I decided to heed the warning in his voice and settled on my side, facing out of the bed. I told myself that if I closed my eyes, eventually there was a chance in hell of me forgetting he was lying right next to me.

How had I gotten myself into this position? Oh yeah! I practically forced him to share the room with me.

I took deep breaths, remembering the anxiety techniques, following the instructions to try and visualize the stress floating away. Five minutes later, I was still awake. I moved my legs, trying to adjust the covers so they covered my feet completely. In the darkness, I miscalculated, accidentally connecting my leg with the firm rock of Oliver.

‘Ow! Why did you kick me?’ he muttered sleepily.

‘Sorry,’ I whispered into the darkness.

‘Can you stay still for a moment?’

‘I think it’s impossible,’ I said, still struggling to get comfy. There was something about how aware I was of the closeness of his body that left me unable to settle, to stay still. As if my body was caught up in the current of him, his energy pulling me on a wave.

‘You can’t not wriggle for a second?’

‘Apparently not.’ I turned around again to face him, one arm pulling my pillow closer. I could only just make him out in the darkness, his body hidden under the covers. He was so close, I could almost feel his breath.

‘I’m going downstairs,’ he summarized, but my hands grabbed for his.

‘No! I’ll behave.’

He huffed, settling back on the bed. I could feel every movement of his body, the dip in the mattress on his side, pulling me closer. ‘I honestly don’t know if I believe you.’

‘You’re learning.’

‘Do you always get the nighttime zoomies?’ he asked, any hint of tiredness fading from his voice.

‘What can I say?’ I rolled onto my back. ‘I get excited when I win.’

‘Here.’ His hands twisted me again, turning me onto my side as easily as if I was a rag doll.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked, softening to his touch and allowing his arms to wrap around me, one under my neck, the other around my waist, and slowly he pulled me against his body. What was happening?

‘Putting you in hand jail.’ His hands slid up my palm, before interlocking his fingers with mine, restraining me. I lay rigid, my brain overloaded with the physical contact, trying to balance how much I liked him with how badly I’d been trying to avoid this. His entire body pushed against me, his hands soft in mine. It was impossible to deny how good this felt, how much I’d been craving this very thing. Since the night we’d slept together, since the hospital where he’d climbed onto my bed and held me, since the night, months before, when I met him in New York.

I was fucked. This was very different from trying to pretend he wasn’t in the bed with me. In fact, this was going to make it extremely difficult to sleep, every movement of his body affecting mine. My skin flushed, breathing turning laboured.

‘If you stay still for a few minutes, you’ll calm down and go to sleep.’ His head tucked in behind mine, his breath hot on my neck. I had to fight a laugh, the idea of sleep the last thing on my mind.

Instead, all I could think about was the slide of his naked skin against mine, how well he’d worked his fingers that now held mine, how he’d moaned and cursed as I took him in my mouth. How it had felt to be so incredibly full of him.

Like I said, I was fucked.

I hummed, trying to keep my heart rate under control, aware of every single movement of our bodies, every point of contact. I was so starved for him that even the simple brush of his body against mine turned me on. Now, I had his entire length pushed against me.

‘Am I speaking to Oliver or Coach Anderson at the moment?’

‘As your friend I’m telling you that your coach won’t be impressed if you don’t get a solid night’s sleep.’

‘It’s okay, I’ll blame it on my friend Oliver.’ I couldn’t help my smile. ‘Wait until coach finds out he fed me pizza too.’

‘Dylan,’ he rasped, an edge of sleep returning. I loved the way my name sounded coming from him. Even more when he moaned it.

‘Yes?’ I practically purred. Truly, I didn’t know where all this late-night energy had come from but there was no doubt it was being spurred on by the press of his body against mine.

‘Stop wriggling.’

‘What if I like to wriggle?’ I smirked as I moved my body again, rolling my hips around, and attempting to break free of his grasp on my hands, feeling his knee press up against me. Maybe if I moved around, he’d remove himself from me. It was the only way I could think to do it. I couldn’t tell him to go, I wouldn’t dare. He’d have to be the stronger one.

‘I haven’t exercised in days! I’m getting all the zoomies out.’

‘You’ve got to stop moving.’ This time, he spoke pained words through gritted teeth. I paused, settling against him, my chest heaving.

‘Why?’ I tried to turn around to face him, but he held me in place. ‘Did I hurt you?’

‘No,’ he said immediately, ‘just …’ Oliver let out a heavy sigh, his forehead pressing against my head, his breath still sending shivers down my back. ‘You’ve got to stop moving. It’s …’

My mind filled in a hundred possibilities, sure I was close in my mission to drive him back to his side of the bed. ‘Annoying? Painful? Irritating?’

‘It’s making me hard.’

My eyes grew wide as the realization dawned on me of exactly what I was feeling pressed against me. It was, in fact, not his knee.

My skin flushed further, making it too hot to be under the covers, let alone against another human. But I could not move, not without feeling him brush hard against my back, sending me longing for every inch of contact I could get. I was a starved woman, standing in front of a buffet, trying (and failing) to convince herself she was not hungry.

‘Oh … sorry,’ I managed, my mouth dry. His grip on my hands loosened, but I didn’t dare let his hands slip away, tightening my own hold on his fingers.

‘Dylan?’ His voice breathless. And at the sound of my name from his mouth, the rasp of his British accent, and a brush along my rear, his hips slowly easing forward, dragging his length along me, I lost the threads of control I’d been clinging to. I arched my back, rubbing myself against him, against the length of him, and he let out a heavy moan.

‘Tell me to stop,’ I whispered, my eyes shut as I moved against him again. Relief washed over me as he matched the movement, grinding up to meet my body. ‘If you don’t want this, tell me to stop.’

‘You know I want you,’ he hissed, grinding harder into my back. ‘You can fucking feel how much I want you.’

A wicked smile curled onto my lips, satisfaction at his permission to keep going. Stopping now felt like trying to halt a freight train. A hand left mine, going to my hips, pulling me into a perfect rhythm against his groin, his cock hardening more with every movement.

I bit my tongue, trying not to moan at the contact, to allow him the knowledge of how desperate I was for him too. Our desperate, heated breath, and the creak of the bed under us filled the air.

‘Fuck, Oliver.’ The words escaped me as he slowed his pace, torturing us both.

‘Tell me,’ he whispered, his hand moving up my body from my hip, finding my hair, brushing it behind my ear before his mouth nipped at my sensitive lobe. He ground up against me again. ‘How badly do you want me?’

‘I need you.’ My heart pounded against my ribcage. I didn’t dare let myself wonder what any of this meant, if this would change things between us. Or if we’d wake up tomorrow the same people that had climbed into this bed.

‘I want to watch you,’ Oliver said. ‘I’ve seen inside that box and there’s not one night since when I’ve not woken up in a cold sweat from a dream of you fucking yourself with its contents.’

I swore, turned on by the image of him. Alone, his hand dragging down his cock, hard and thinking of me. Only me.

He allowed me to turn around, catching his heated gaze. ‘You have to touch yourself too,’ I said.

‘Like I could help it, watching you.’ He pushed himself out of the bed, turning towards the shelf, the extra inch of height he had on me giving him better access to the box as he retrieved it.

He put it down, his throat bobbing as he slowly moved up the bed. ‘Which one is your favourite?’ His gaze flickering towards me, his voice filled with anguish.

I pushed up to my knees, a devilish smile on my lips. ‘Which do you want me to use?’

His head shook as he admitted on a breathless laugh. ‘Every single one.’

The heat between my thighs only grew hotter. ‘Better get started then.’

I pulled two items out: a small vibrator and a dildo.

His eyes narrowed. ‘Is that sparkly?’

‘Yup,’ I beamed, looking at the clear silicon dildo. ‘It lights up too. I thought you’d like it given the Twilight thing.’

Oliver moved the box out of the way, placing it on the floor. ‘That’s not a thing. I just like the films.’

I pushed back against the headboard to sit upright. His eyes burned into me as he lay down on his side at the end of the bed, his head propped up on his arm. His free hand went to his cock, pulling it from his shorts, and gently moving his grip along it. I bit my lip, lost for a moment, fascinated by the movement. He was so fucking hot.

He nodded his head, ‘Touch yourself.’

I kept my eyes on him, sliding down the bed, and turned the vibrator on, easing it inside my pants, holding it to my clit as it buzzed. My other hand went to my breast, teasing my body further.

‘God,’ Oliver worked himself harder, his eyes looking at me with a mix of wonderment and burning lust. ‘You look fucking good.’

Oliver pushed up, peeling his clothes off, giving me a full view of his perfect body. He returned to his position, continuing to fuck himself, his eyes on me.

‘Getting hot are we?’ I teased.

‘I thought I’d give you a better view.’ And what a view it was. His well-sculpted chest was as enjoyable a sight as his playing with his cock was. It took considerable strength not to ease over to him, place my lips on any bare skin, trail down and taste him for myself. I wanted to record this view of him, use it to get myself off. I’d never get out of bed again. I increased the vibrator.

His eyes travelled up my body. ‘Strip for me.’

I sent him a crooked smile as I crooned, ‘You’re very demanding tonight.’

‘I’m getting too used to you following my orders.’ The way he kept stroking his cock made him look like a work of art, like it should be a scene in an oil painting. I’d buy every copy.

‘That’s out on the court.’ I shook my head. ‘I don’t do what anyone tells me here.’

‘You don’t really do that out there either,’ he joked, and I forced fake horror at his accusation. His head tilted, a moment of softness sneaking through the domineering mask he’d been trying on. ‘I want to see all of you, Dylan.’

There was something about his tone that had me complying when usually I’d playfully bite back, make him undress me. But I wanted to give him what he wanted. I pulled my toy out, my hands finding the bottom of my oversized T-shirt, slowly pulling it over my head. When I looked back at him, his eyes were transfixed on me.

‘Gorgeous,’ he said, his throat sounding dry. Oliver swallowed, ‘Now your pants.’

I faked a tsk. ‘There you go, barking orders again.’ But I still obeyed, fingers hooking under the elastic of my pants, pulling the thin material down my thighs, making as much of a show of it for him as I could. The way he tracked my every movement left me feeling powerful, like he was caught under my spell. I was the only thing he needed, a black hole swallowing up all his attention, and I wanted to revel in it.

‘I want to see you play with your perfect cunt.’ If there was one man that could make me blush with a compliment of my pussy, it was going to be Oliver Anderson.

I leaned back, trailing my fingertips up my bare thighs, tracing up the stretch marks there, feeling the ripple of soft skin, knowing no matter what, I had his full focus. He’d told me what to do, but I was still in control, teasing him.

‘You like when I touch myself here?’ I asked, fingers delicately finding my clit, rubbing slow, aching circles there.

‘I love it.’

I moved my hands further down, finding my entrance. ‘And here?’ I added, dipping a finger in. My eyes ached to close, tightness building in my core from the tension.

‘I never want to see you doing anything else,’ he said, before the tether on his self-control snapped. His hands pulled gently at my legs, as he slid across the bed. He turned me to face the mirror hanging on the wall, his chest at my back. ‘Watch yourself. I want you to understand why I’m fucking obsessed.’

He sat behind me, my body using his as support as I continued, both of us hypnotized by our reflection, a hand playing with my sensitive nipple, teasing in the way Oliver already knew I’d enjoy. He was right. It was fucking hot.

He shifted behind me, his hand curling around to pass me the small purple vibrator. Without saying a word, I turned it on again, holding it against my clit as my fingers continued to work. His head rested on my shoulder, taking in the sight before him. ‘Can I use the dildo on you?’ he asked.

I swore at the very idea, sure that this was how I’d die. Death by pleasure. What a wonderful way to go. I nodded enthusiastically. Oliver shifted again, planting a soft kiss on the top of my shoulder as he grabbed the dildo and covered it in lube.

Replacing my own hand, he lined it to my entrance, teasing me with its head. I squirmed in his arms, rubbing his own tight cock from behind me. As much as I wanted him to fuck me with this toy, I was dying to have him inside of me, soaking through the bedsheets in anticipation.

How had we wasted all this time?

He pushed the dildo in, but only just, allowing me a moment to stretch to the width. My body felt like it had been lit on fire, a desperation clawing under my skin that would only be satisfied by him. But then instead of pushing it further, he teased me, shallowly fucking me with the tip only.

My head tilted back, breathless, pleading moans escaping me. I closed my eyes, managing to regain some control. If he was going to edge me, then I’d have to drive him just as crazy. ‘Do you think about it? That night?’

His voice was a low, seductive hum behind me. ‘It’s impossible not to.’

A hand moved from my nipple to my throat, gently wrapping under my chin. Softly, he guided my attention from looking down to the mirror. He kissed behind my ear, before whispering, ‘I told you to watch yourself.’

Staring back at me was a mess of a woman. Legs spread; a god of a man behind her; his hands between her thighs, pushing a toy deeper into her. I swore again, my eyes rolling back in my skull as I stretched further to take the toy, Oliver unrelenting until the entire girth of it was inside of me.

‘Do you want to know how many nights I got myself off thinking about you?’ I asked, desperate to regain control as I bucked my hips against the toys, the vibrator still buzzing at my clit.

‘Probably the same amount that I did remembering how good you taste.’ Oliver’s head moved again, trailing kisses up and down my neck, sucking at the skin. ‘I want to be inside you.’

‘You said you wanted to watch, remember.’

He continued his work with the toy inside of me, moving it, fucking me expertly with it. With every inch, I grew more desperate for him to be between my legs, frenzied for the feel of his cock inside me again.

‘Don’t you want me, Dylan?’ he asked, his eyes catching with mine in the reflection of the mirror. ‘Or do you want me to keep fucking you with your toy?’

‘Fuck yes, I want you,’ I answered, unable to keep my grip on my own control. ‘But I love that this is torture for you.’

His head dipped as he groaned, his teeth finding my skin, carefully biting. I hoped it marked the skin, prayed that in the morning I’d see the imprint of his teeth and know this all really did happen.

‘Stop being mean to me,’ he begged.

‘No.’ I swallowed, my hips continuing to buck against him, feeling how hard he was for me. I closed my eyes, remembering how it would feel to have him inside me, taking every inch with pleasure. ‘Maybe you’ll think twice about running me ragged doing footwork drills.’

‘This is payback?’

I grinned back at his reflection. ‘You bet, Coach Anderson.’

His gaze turned devilish, a smirk twisting on his perfect lips. I had the striking feeling like all of this had been only a starter. And he was about to feast on the main course. ‘If my player is acting like a brat, then I’m going to treat them like a brat.’

I bit down on my tongue, trying not to come from his words alone. ‘You can try. But I give as well as I get,’ I warned, staring back at him.

It felt like the rug had been pulled from under me as in one quick motion, he pulled out the toy. I gasped. My core tightened as a sudden rush of loss slammed into me.

Then, holding my gaze in the mirror, he took the dildo, raised it to his mouth, and cleaned it with his tongue. I would’ve come on sight if I hadn’t felt like I’d had a bucket of cold water thrown over me with the loss between my legs.

‘Lie on your front,’ he commanded, his tone leaving no space for any argument this time. ‘My brat doesn’t come until I say she does. Do you understand?’

Holding two fingers to my forehead, I saluted. ‘Aye aye, sir.’

A grin broke out on his lips, a gasped laugh as he shook his head, probably asking himself what else he could’ve expected from me. And as much as I wanted to be that person you can’t boss about and stick to my earlier words, his proposition sounded too damn good to deny. Slowly, I moved, his eyes tracking every inch of my body. I slid down the cover, the soft material rubbing against my skin as I eased down to be flat on my chest. I felt vulnerable, exposed, giving up control like this. But for him, I’d let him have this. I wanted this for him.

I heard him moving behind me, the anticipation sending my body needy for his touch. The bed dipped as he eased on top, his body lined up on top of mine.

‘You are so beautiful.’ Shivers ran down my spine as he kissed my shoulder. ‘Every single inch of you.’ He eased down, his lips leaving a trail of kisses as he moved, every single one of them like an electric shock against my skin.

I ached to touch him, my hips pushing back as he travelled, desperate for every contact of him I could gain. In that moment, all I wanted in the world was him. Maybe in every moment.

‘Please,’ I was painfully gone for him, needy and desperate. ‘Oliver, you need to touch me.’

‘You want my fingers?’ he murmured as he pushed up onto his knees, his leg pushing in between mine.

I shook my head against the mattress. ‘I want you to fuck me. I need you to make me come.’

He groaned, satisfied, his palm finding the globe of my ass, his fingers gripping into the flesh. ‘Remember what I said.’ And then, with the palm of his hand, he slapped his hand against my ass. It stung enough to force a hiss from between my lips. ‘Not until I say so.’

I twisted my neck, desperate to look at him, even for a moment, and caught him rolling on a condom. He was grinning, a wild look in his eyes as he looked at me with such delight, it almost made me blush. Oliver’s gaze caught mine, his smile only widening as he saw me. He leaned down, placing a soft kiss on my ass as if to say ‘sorry’.

‘Are you going to fuck me already?’

His gaze turned heated with my words. ‘Still being such a brat,’ he said, placing a softer, playful slap on my ass. I only wiggled it, trying to tease him.

‘Haven’t you learned to only expect that from me by now?’ I said, my need for him reaching excessive heights. I tried anything to alleviate the feeling. I tried to push my thighs together, but his leg in between mine blocked the motion. Instead, I moved, my hand going between my legs, pushing inside of me. I moaned, knowing more than anything that I was giving him a show, letting him see how truly hungry I was for his touch.

Oliver leaned forward, his hand finding mine, pulling it out from between my thighs. I cried out at the absence. I wouldn’t beg. Not again.

With his hand still restraining mine, he dragged his cock along my wet centre, teasing me with the tip.

‘I’m going to fuck the brat out of you, love,’ he growled, his words alone nearly causing me to come. My legs trembled, my body reacting to every single slide of his cock against me.

But I swallowed it all down, issuing my simple challenge. ‘Try your best, babe.’

He didn’t waste another moment, sliding his entire length inside of me. I screamed, my eyes rolling back in my skull as he pulled out, moving and repeating the motion over and over again. I was in heaven and hell at the same fucking time.

I couldn’t help but moan, his own groans filling the space as we fucked hard. His hand released mine, instead finding my hair, pulling my head back. I remembered that first night we had spent together, both of us spending the time instructing each other how we liked it, both enjoying a mix of soft and rough.

He didn’t need any more instruction now.

‘Fuck, Oliver.’ Every movement of his cock inside me left me a babbling mess.

‘Is it good for you, love?’

‘Yes.’ I moaned, ‘but I’m still a brat.’

At my words, he slammed harder inside, his grip on my hair moving to the back of my neck, pressing my face into the mattress. I grinned as I moved my hips back, matching his rhythm. My fingers found my clit, feeling like if I didn’t come soon I was going to fucking explode.

‘You feel so good,’ he said, hammering his hips forward, ‘I can’t keep going.’

I grinned, loving that he was as desperate for me as I was for him. He could fuck me as hard as we both liked, I’d still drive him wild. I moved faster against him, focusing on racing him to the finish line.

‘How are you …’ He trailed off, his head pushing back as he groaned. ‘Fuck, Dylan.’

My name on his lips was the last goddamn straw as I exploded around him, my pussy clamping down on him as I came. Oliver wasn’t far behind, my own orgasm encouraging him. He leaned forward, his front leaning on my back as he came hard inside of me. He bucked his hips, as if he couldn’t bear to stop moving, as if my cunt was an addiction he could not quit.

He pulled out and my body almost went limp, nerve endings still tingling, thighs burning. We both slid from the bed, grinning at each other dazedly. He placed a small kiss on my lips, before heading out to the guest bathroom. I managed to relocate to my ensuite to clean up.

I caught my reflection in the mirror, bruises and hickies trailing across my chest. He’d marked me, just like I’d wanted. Proof this was real, that he’d touched me. Like I needed the physical reminder anyway, the pain in my chest was enough of a memento. We hadn’t discussed what this was. If it was another ‘one night’, just a little ‘slip up’.

I didn’t want that, my mind clear enough to acknowledge it. I wanted him again, not just tonight but every night. And I was tired of pretending. He wanted me, I had felt it. New Year’s, there was something there. Tonight, every night, there was always something between us and I was tired of ignoring it.

I was ready to be brave. To risk it all.

When I returned, Oliver was lying on his side, his head propped up on his arm, his shorts back on. His eyes raked over my body as I crawled up the mattress towards him, my aching still naked body close to his, pressing a single kiss on his lips.

‘I don’t think I can pretend anymore,’ he said, his voice rough. He looked raw and exposed, his eyes holding a pain I could not bear to look at. ‘It’s too difficult and this thing between us, it’s so real. When I’m with you, Dylan, I don’t want anyone else. And it’s okay if you don’t feel th—’

‘I don’t want to either,’ I cut him off. ‘Pretend, I mean.’

The relief across his face was momentary, his throat bobbing. ‘But …’ he trailed off.

I indicated a finger between us, able to read his mind. ‘What is this?’

Reluctantly he nodded. A million possible answers ran through my brain. Friends with benefits? A fling? None of them fitted. But neither did it feel like we fitted into something bigger and permanent. Not with everything on the horizon.

Brooke’s warning flew into my mind. ‘This is what it takes,’ she had said. ‘Because I don’t want to lose again. And I know sure as hell, you don’t want to either.’ I’d spent months pretending my time with her hadn’t happened, erasing the bruises she’d left on my ego.

‘Can we be different things?’ I suggested. ‘Coach and player out there, Oliver and Dylan in here.’

‘If that’s what you want.’ Oliver’s hand rose to my hip, his fingers absentmindedly caressing my skin.

‘If this got out …’ I trailed off, trying to get my next words to sound correct. ‘It could be a distraction. You’ve seen what it’s like to be a woman in this sport.’

Oliver nodded. ‘I have.’

While my own media presence was smaller, it was easy to see how something like this, a player sleeping with their coach, would look. And how the press would feast for weeks, maybe months on that news story.

It could follow me throughout my entire career.

It was easy to remember the headlines they’d written about other players. Calling women derogatory names, speculating on their lives behind closed doors. The list of what they’d do once they’d sunk their teeth into you was endless. It could risk sponsorships, my relationships with other players.

‘I want this win to be mine.’ I allowed myself momentarily to follow a thread where I won. ‘And I don’t want it to get lost in the conversation of how long she was fucking her coach for. I don’t want to be discussing my private life in press conferences when I should be discussing my performance on court, or all the work we’ve done to get me there.’

I expected a look of apprehension, or for my wording to be confusing or misunderstood; perhaps he’d get offended at the idea that I wanted to keep us, whatever that was, a secret.

Instead, Oliver nodded, his hand finding mine, squeezing tightly. ‘I understand completely. This is your career, it’s important.’

There was a bitter taste in my mouth, like I wasn’t quite convinced it was what he wanted.

‘Would that make you happy?’ I asked.

His forehead tilted forward, meeting mine. ‘You make me happy.’

‘But is it enough?’

His eyes gazed into mine, his hand moving to caress the line of my jaw as his lips found mine again, kissing deeply. ‘Dylan,’ he said between kisses, ‘just as long as you’re mine. No matter the label, there’s no need for one until you’re ready. But just mine. No one else’s. Because I know I’m already yours.’

‘I am,’ I said, my heart squeezing tightly in my chest as my own fingers found his arms, gripping at the muscles as if I was holding onto him for dear life. ‘I’m yours, and you’re mine.’

‘Then I’m the happiest man in the world.’
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Oliver

The Kill – Maggie Rogers

Bailey vs Petrović

1st Round – Margaret Court Arena

Dylan’s serve sliced through the air with a sharp crack, the ball arcing over the net with precision and landing in open court. That’s my fucking girl.

I sat on the edge of my seat in the players’ box, my eyes tracking every single movement of her powerful body. She was built for this, for on-court battle. And today, the satisfied curve of her lips told everyone watching how much fun she was having dismantling her Serbian opponent, Mila Petrović’s, plays.

The fight continued and I tracked Dylan’s braced ankle, studying it for weaknesses. The joint had rested sufficiently that the physio was happy to sign off on her playing in the tournament. Thankfully her seed was high enough she didn’t need to play in the qualifiers, getting direct entry into the competition and giving us an extra week to ease her joint and body into increasingly intensive movement.

AD–40. One more point, and the game would be hers. The first set was as effortless for Dylan, and now, 4–1 into the second set, victory was only another two games away. The crowd cheered loudly, trying to rouse Dylan into another victory. My heart skipped a beat at the return of her smile, watching her soaking up the energy from the crowd.

She served, firing the ball like a bullet over the net. It landed with a thunderous thud on the hard court, the snap of strings indicating Mila’s quick return. Dylan unleashed a powerful backhand, gripping her racket in both hands as the swish of her equipment cut through the hushed quiet of the arena. They battled it out relentlessly, the speed of the ball like flashes of lightning, each tired groan from the players growing more laboured.

My head was turning to track every motion of the ball as it flew across opposite sides of the court. They traded shot after shot, the speed and intensity building.

Mila tried to catch Dylan off guard, aiming into wide open court, but Dylan was fast, sprinting across to catch it, pivoting her body to return the hit. As the strings of her racket connected, Dylan lost her balance, her body slipping.

She hit the hard court, the ball still travelling across the court, her eyes not leaving it for a second. Not as my heart stopped in my chest, a band across my ribcage pushing all the air from me as I was forced to watch the scene unfold. The cry that escaped me was lost in the noise of the crowd, the entire arena letting out a gasp of horror at Dylan’s fall.

It felt like time stood still as she regained her balance, keeping her feet beneath her, a free hand going to stabilize her. Barely a second passed before she was pushing up and away from the ground, lunging towards the ball. Her racket sliced through the air, meeting the shot with a satisfying thwack. Mila was caught unawares, underestimating Dylan, her tenacity, and as the returning ball hit the baseline the crowd broke into a frenzy.

Relief clenched at my heart as it pounded in my chest, still unsure how she’d managed to keep her freshly repaired ankle from keeping her down.

The game was hers, and soon after, the set, her comeback from the fall acting as a launchpad for her to claim the next point in very little time. I stood on my feet, whistling and cheering after her with the rest of the crowd, Dylan a favourite in her hometown.

She took a moment after meeting Mila at the net to shake her hand, standing in the middle of the blue court. She stood tall, looking every bit as triumphant as I knew she felt, soaking up the atmosphere of the crowd. There was something about a home crowd, the energy they gave off had the potential to alter the course of an entire set.

Her eyes found mine, the delighted grin turning cocky.

‘See,’ she mouthed to me, indicating the court as if to say, Look, I got this. This is mine.

I nodded once, pride replacing the anxiety that had been building in my chest, managing to exhale properly for the first time in forty-five minutes. She span, the skirt of her bright-red outfit twirling around her, revealing tanned thighs I was more than familiar with.

It was only when she limped over to the bench to collect her bag, giving the crowd another wave, the all-too-familiar anxiety began to bite back, the evidence of her slight injury gnawing at the back of my brain. I knew she could do this, I’d never had any doubt. But I was certain we hadn’t seen the last of this sprain. Competing at this level, with this intensity and pressure, was hard enough on the body and mind.

If something aggravated her injury, it could spell catastrophe. Could spell the end of her career, and it would be all my fault. She was my responsibility, my player on court, my Dylan off.


[image: ]


36

Dylan

C’est Comme Ça – Paramore

As I turned away from the arena, making my way down the tunnel, I couldn’t help the delighted laughter from breaking, the electricity of the crowd leaving my hair standing on end. I’d played here before, and every single time the rush of the high was unmatched. Today, however, I’d outdone myself.

A force slammed into me, long arms wrapping around my sweaty torso.

‘How the fuck did you manage that?’ Inés practically screamed. ‘I thought you were down for the count.’ She released me; she was only slightly shorter than me but her slim body made me feel like a giant this close to her. She was dressed in a fashionable one piece, the emerald colour paired perfectly with her sun-kissed olive skin.

I adjusted my racket bag back on my shoulder, mocking and pushing my ponytail back over my shoulder. ‘Never count me out.’

‘Mila was pissed,’ she pressed, linking arms and dragging me back towards the locker rooms, dodging press and other players who were lurking.

‘She’ll get over it,’ I said as we reached the busy warm-up area, players and coaches taking up every bit of spare room. I looked over at her as we walked, ‘When do you play?’

‘Later today.’

‘Feeling good?’ I asked carefully. Ever since Inés’ win at Roland Garros, she’d been plagued with injury. Between operations, intensive training and retiring early from tournaments, she’d barely played in the later stages.

‘Yeah, I think so,’ she nodded, unhooking our arms. ‘My wrists are improving and Brisbane went well. Scottie beat me again but she’s lucky I like her.’

I hummed in agreement. I’d followed her matches, rooted for her as I always did. Turned the TV off before I watched her lose again. I never liked to watch friends lose, only win, but only when they weren’t playing against me.

‘Felt like everything kept going wrong for you,’ I mumbled. Inés had been a good player, fun to compete against. She was the kind of person you couldn’t help but be friends with, despite how competitive we both got.

‘Life of a tennis player, I guess.’ She took my racket bag from me as I climbed onto a treadmill, pressing the options into a light walk. It was my chosen way to cool down after a match, taking a brisk stroll to transition my mind and body from the high-intensity setting that was required. She continued, ‘Once you get one injury, it feels like it’s non-stop.’

Her words struck me a little harder than normal. My mind went to my ankle which I hadn’t allowed myself to give much thought to since winning the match. Mind over matter, and with that sort of celebration from the crowd, it was easy to be distracted. But now that my feet hit the treadmill, I could feel weakness in the joint burning hotter like a brand.

Walk it off, Bailey. Like you always do.

‘Speaking of injuries.’ Oliver appeared, walking towards us, his lips pressed into a disapproving thin line.

‘Oh hi,’ Inés greeted, smiling his way. But he didn’t look at her, instead his attention fixed on me.

‘We need to get ice on that ankle,’ he instructed.

I didn’t dare to match his gaze, instead looking ahead, keeping my focus. ‘It’s fine.’ I shrugged his concerns off, thinking of the rest of my body, my heart rate still thundering in my chest. Even faster now he’d entered the room.

‘I still want you to rest it.’ He leaned forward, slowly pressing the down button on the treadmill speed. ‘I’ll get the physio to meet you in your room.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ I ground out, increasing the speed again. The faster movement caught me off guard, almost causing me to misstep and fall on my face. Panicking, I was forced to press the stop button, that simmer turning into a rolling boil as I handed him his next point.

‘Dylan,’ he pressed, his hands placed at the top of the treadmill, forcing me to look at him. I tried not to melt instantly. His stupidly adorable fluff of brown hair was all pushed up, like he’d been pushing his fingers back in it, all stressed and worried while he watched.

I rolled my head towards Inés. ‘Just ignore him, he gets grumpy when I argue.’

She raised her hands. ‘I’m staying out of this.’

‘Inés, you’re playing soon right?’ Oliver asked.

She nodded. ‘I’m next up.’

‘Good luck,’ he said sincerely. ‘I bet she listens to her coach.’

‘She doesn’t give me much choice in the matter,’ Inés mumbled.

‘See?’ he said, looking at me.

I only shrugged him off, climbing down from the treadmill as the ache began to grow in my legs and thighs. ‘Who are you against?’ I asked Inés.

‘Chloe Murphy.’

I grimaced, the name sparking the tiniest dash of embarrassment. I remembered what she’d said to the press after the China Open, and that was what she said in public. I could only imagine what was screamed behind closed doors. ‘They put you together this early?’

She shrugged. ‘The draw moves in strange ways.’

I looked at her, really trying to read her expression, see how she was feeling. She sounded confident, but a competitor like Chloe was tricky. I’d underestimated her, and come out worse. She was young, not a lot of experience playing at this level, but even I had to admit she was definitely a threat by now.

‘Well, good luck,’ I smiled. ‘Not that you’ll need it.’

Inés looked unconvinced. ‘She just won the China Open. That’s a big tournament.’

‘I remember. I was there,’ I grumbled unhappily. ‘Besides, she had an unfair advantage. I’d just been in a car crash.’

Inés let out a heavy sigh. ‘One – you were out of your mind.’ She counted her reasons on her fingers. ‘Two – never count anyone out. She’s dangerous on court.’

‘That’s a good point, when did she get so good?’ We moved from the treadmill, finding somewhere to sit and cool down. ‘She went from crashing out at the first round at Wimbledon to lifting the trophy in Beijing. She had a good run in New York too.’

‘She didn’t switch coaches. I think it’s her brother who coaches her,’ Oliver said, on his knees in front of me. I looked at him, confused, trying to figure out exactly what he was doing. Then, in his hand, I noticed the ice pack he must’ve been preparing. Carefully he placed it on my ankle. I hissed as the icy cold touched my skin.

‘Whatever she’s been doing,’ I said, ‘I want a piece.’

Oliver let out a mock gasp, his grip tightening on my leg. ‘Is my training not good enough?’

My eyes found his, a daring smile on my lips. ‘You let me get away with hell.’

He laughed, the noise a quiet rumble that came from his chest. I know how that sound feels, know what it’s like to be lying next to him, our bodies pressed together, those vibrations buzzing through me. He said quietly, ‘Like anyone could control you.’

I shrugged knowingly. ‘You try your best.’

For a moment, it was only us in the room, his simple touch on my leg, thumb rubbing back and forth as if to soothe the burning cold pressed to my skin. I knew this look from him. It was a heated, intense gaze, filled with a careful caution. He looked at me this way when he was between my legs too.

Inés coughed, bringing me back into the room. I turned to find her smile crooked, an eyebrow raised.

I broke the silence before she had a chance to say anything. ‘Good luck with your match. I’m rooting for you.’

‘Thanks,’ her gaze still flickering between Oliver and me. My gaze turned hard as if to dare her to say anything about us. Instead, she settled on me, pushing her dark hair behind her ear, ‘It will be good to have another shot at kicking your ass.’

‘I look forward to beating you.’

Her mouth fell open, but all I could think about was Oliver at my feet, his fingers now working in the way the physio had taught him to help take down the swelling. That careful touch. He did it every night, starting at my ankle with a cold touch, massaging up my calf with those gentle fingers, a trail of lingering kisses up my thigh.

‘Hey – I will cut your racket strings if you aren’t careful.’ Inés warned, pointing a finger towards me, a darkened look in her face. I had no doubt she was lying this time. These tennis girls lost their goddamn minds sometimes.

‘First you have to win and stick around long enough.’

‘Another very motivating reason,’ she said. I hadn’t played against her in a while but there was no doubt in my mind she was still just as fun a competitor as I remembered.

‘Inés,’ a tall woman shouted from across the room, her blonde hair tied back in a tight bun. ‘Time to warm up.’

My friend looked apologetically at me, ‘Duty calls.’

‘I’ll see you around.’ She pulled me into a tight hug. I murmured a final ‘Good luck.’

Inés sent Oliver a small wave as she walked away, heading over to the other side of the room to start her preparation for the match ahead of her.

‘See, now that’s how you should act,’ Oliver said, shifting from the floor in front of me, sliding into the seat beside me, his work with my ankle done for now. On instinct, I crossed my legs, bringing my ankle over my thigh, my own fingers gently assessing the tender injury, the skin still cold where the ice pack had been.

I looked up at him. ‘I should be at your beck and call?’

‘A good player would be.’

‘Are you saying I’m not good?’

‘Well, you definitely aren’t well behaved.’

‘Nope,’ I grinned playfully, ‘and you knew that coming in.’

Oliver crossed his arms over his chest. I tracked the movement, fascinated by the stretch of his muscles, his T-shirt sleeve pushing up, revealing biceps. ‘I should’ve run while I had the chance.’

‘Like I’d let you get far.’

That evening in the car came to mind. When he told me he was leaving. When I’d made him stay. My fingers ached to feel his interlaced with mine, the physical ache to remind myself he was really here. That he had never left.

‘So,’ Oliver started, looking a little uncomfortable. ‘Should we talk about things out there?’

‘On court?’ I asked. Oliver nodded. ‘You mean I have a choice?’

He raised his hands, weighing the options. ‘It’s more of a now or later situation.’

‘I could say later and just distract you …’

‘True.’ He pushed himself up from his chair, replying with a determined tone. ‘Let’s do it now.’

I threw my head back, eyes closed as I grunted in disapproval. Cracking an eye open, I found Oliver holding a small pocket notebook, a pencil in the other hand.

‘What happened with your ankle?’ he asked, not pulling any punches.

I swallowed down my anxiety, instead replying in a flat tone. ‘I fell.’

‘Do you think this is the same injury from Brisbane?’ he pressed.

‘Of course it’s the injury,’ I snipped. ‘But it’s fine.’

‘How can you say it’s fine?’

I rubbed my palm over my face. And as much as I felt the lingering weight of the anxiety, the potential it had to crush me, I also felt … hopeful?

‘Because it’s incredible that I’m here three weeks after a sprain like this. Which is, of course, a credit to your amazingly attentive coaching skills,’ I said, sending him a look. ‘But it’s going to come up, and we were prepared for this, remember? This is why you were on your knees massaging my ankle just now.’

The stress etched across his face smoothed out, relenting as he shifted closer, his tone low and flirty. ‘Couldn’t I have been on my knees for another reason?’

‘Yes,’ I crooned, before my eyes flickered to the room around us. ‘But there are other people around so I assumed it’s option A.’

Carefully he leaned back over into his own seat, the space between us heavy and electrified. I needed him as badly as I needed a shower.

‘Who would’ve thought you’d be the one talking me down?’

‘I know. It’s almost like all that mental-health witch-doctor crap you put me through wasn’t for nothing,’ I joked, but there was an edge of understanding to my words because even if I’d gone into his training apprehensive, the work we had done had obviously paid off. My mind felt prepared. Like all the toxic habits I carried with me into a competition could be managed. I still felt them, but I didn’t engage. Maybe it was having him around, a distraction, something else to do than spiral.

He grinned with pride, revelling a little in the knowledge that his master plan had succeeded. ‘How’s the head?’

‘I’ve had no complaints.’ He laughed softly. I continued, ‘It’s fine. It’s on straight, I promise.’

Oliver looked at me with an expression I wasn’t sure I could quite read. Then it melted away as his tone turned flirty, his body stretching out, knee touching mine. ‘I think I should stick around tonight, make sure you get the full required eight hours.’

I hummed, pretending to take my time considering his offer. ‘I do like my coaching hands on.’

I looked out into the ocean of hungry reporters and sighed. I hated this part. The dissection of a competitor’s soul served up for lunch. It had been a few hours since the match, and I’d cooled down, stretched and showered.

‘You recently had to pull out of Brisbane because of an injury,’ one reporter said, the clicking of a dozen cameras breaking the hush over the room. He held his phone out to me, recording my every word. ‘Do you feel ready to play in this tournament?’

I restrained myself from violence. ‘Of course.’

‘You aren’t worried about further injury?’

The post-match conferences were sometimes more exhausting than the matches, from the repetitive nature of their questions. ‘I’ve got the green light from my team to compete, the injury was minor. I feel ready to be a strong competitor.’

The reporter nodded, finishing with a softly spoken ‘thank you’ as he sat back down in his chair. Meanwhile, every other hand in the room shot up, each person begging for their slice of me. I looked at Oliver, letting him select the next one.

He nodded towards a man in the centre. I held my breath as he asked his question, hardly missing a beat as he asked, ‘Who are you wearing today?’

Part of me didn’t know what kind of questions I liked more. Injury-related ones, or disgustingly sexist questions instead.

‘Do you ask the men this too?’ I swallowed down the more offensive things I was tempted to tell him, and instead, saved myself the hassle. ‘Um … ELITE.’

‘Great, thanks.’

I looked at my phone, saw the time and mentally calculated the minimum number of minutes I had left in this godforsaken room. Two notifications caught my eye, a missed call from Scottie, and a text from Avery.

AVERY
Caught the last of your match! Quite a fall you took. We should get a drink.



I pushed down the niggling in my gut caused by her text and instead glanced to the side of the room where Oliver was, searching his face as if he would have the answer to why Scottie would’ve called me, but instead, he was already picking out the next reporter.

The devil in the skin suit of Rachel Kendrick stood up and my fingers curled into a fist at even the sight of her, our last chat, the interview, still freshly scarred in my mind.

Her perfectly manicured red nails drummed on her phone as she began to speak. ‘You’ve changed coaches four times in the last year. Do you think the chaotic changes behind the scenes of your career are the reason for your mixed performance on court?’

‘Mixed performance?’ I questioned, a hint of apprehension in my voice.

Whatever she was after, her expression gave nothing away. ‘Your recent displays in Wimbledon and the US Open, on the tour as well. You missed the French.’ she listed them off like I didn’t reach the final of every single one. Like I didn’t come second. And fuck, I knew it wasn’t first. I reminded myself of that all the goddamn time. But I’d hurt myself enough with that information that when she used it to infer that I’d failed at those tournaments, it didn’t have the same sting as before.

‘I did well in those tournaments.’

Her next three words are sharp, aimed directly at my heart. ‘You didn’t win.’

Months ago, those words would have sent me into a spiral and left me feeling like a failure. It’s what I’d called myself for many years, beating myself up, allowing coaches and the media to tell me the same.

I thought of that shelf that had stayed empty. Telling myself that everything I had accomplished was for nothing. I’d belittled everything I’d worked for because it wasn’t first and it never led me anywhere, only leaving me burnt out and homesick for a country half the world away.

‘Listen. I understand coming first is important, I’m the competitor in the room, I want it more than anyone.’ I looked around, the silence striking. ‘But most of the work I’ve been doing recently is to show up and do my best. And maybe if second best is all I can do, then fine.’

The confession lifted a weight from my chest, as if the acceptance of this limitation, whatever caused it, helped ease the anxiety. ‘But I’m still competitive, and blood-thirsty, as some of my opponents can attest to.’ I grinned. Some would understand, some wouldn’t. All of which was out of my control. And didn’t really matter.

What did matter was Oliver’s expression, his beaming pride. I could already feel the hug he’d give me after this, his arms pulling me into his warm body.

Oliver moved on, picking another journalist.

‘How do you think this new mindset played into your performance today?’ a tall, clean-shaven man asked.

‘I was determined to win,’ I replied. ‘And I wasn’t going to let a slip take a single point away from me.’ I thought back to the match. I could have stayed down, not pushed through. But I wanted every single point. Even one missed was an opportunity for her to steal the victory from me.

The reporter nodded, taking in my answer, before looking between Oliver and me. ‘One more question?’

Oliver looked to me for confirmation, before agreeing with the journalist. I readjusted myself on the chair, impatient for this to be over.

The journalist coughed to clear his throat, before speaking. ‘We’ve had word that Inés Costa has crashed out of the Australian Open. We know the two of you are close, do you want to make a comment?’

My heart stopped in my chest. ‘She’s out?’

I could see her face in my mind’s eye, only a few hours ago, excited and ready to play. I knew she’d have a tough battle ahead, but … this couldn’t be right.

‘Yes.’ The journalist nodded, before clarifying. ‘Against Chloe Murphy. 6–1, 6–1.’

My heart broke for her. The tournament had barely begun and she was done? Instantly, it clicked in my head, the missed call from Scottie, and before I knew what I was doing, I pushed myself out of my chair.

I could barely get my words right as I apologized into the microphone, the room erupting around me. ‘Sorry, I need to go. No more questions. Thank you.’

I ignored the baying pack behind me, ignored the call of my name for a moment of my attention. It only took one glance at Oliver to note him moving to my side, following me off the platform and out of the doors, Scottie’s number dialled as I pressed my phone to my face.

‘Dylan!’ I heard her answer, her British accent only mildly annoying this time.

‘Where is she?’ I demanded as we disappeared into the arena again, searching for my friend.
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Dylan

Good Girls – CHVRCHES

‘I swear, racket murder is the answer.’ Scottie twirled one in her hands, looking along its rim with a scary intensity, and for the first time I recognized that I might have underestimated the bloodthirst of Scottie Sinclair.

At least where rackets are involved.

‘No, I’m fine,’ Inés’ eyes were still red from when she’d surely been crying, not that she’d let any of us see her. We were standing in the car park after Scottie had the brilliant idea of teaching her to break a racket. Somehow, Inés had never done it.

‘It’s like therapy,’ Scottie stretched out for Inés to take the racket.

‘Have you ever considered real therapy?’ Inés took it, inspecting it gently with her hands as if it was precious.

‘Been there. Done that. Got the badge. This is different. This is revenge.’

‘The racket wasn’t the problem, Scottie,’ Inés pressed.

‘No, it was that psycho on the other end of the court,’ I muttered. In the hours since the press conference, I’d caught some of the replays of their match, and as much as it hurt to admit, Inés hadn’t stood a chance. It had been the match of Chloe’s career – so far at least. Chloe had been fast. Lightning, making shots that even I would consider fucked. She was ruthless and unrelenting and not once, not even when she won, did she crack a smile.

Scottie shook her head, a similar fear creeping into her eyes. ‘I can’t argue with that.’

‘Where did she come from anyway?’ Inés asked. That was the question we were asking ourselves. She was nobody at the start of this year, and now, we were all fucking terrified of her.

‘Hell?’ Scottie suggested.

‘Possibly,’ I said. I tried to consider what it was going to take to beat her. Now Chloe wouldn’t just be quick, she’d be confident, especially after crushing an established player like Inés.

‘Anyway,’ Scottie began. ‘The trick to this is to imagine her face on the floor, and slam your racket into it repeatedly until you feel better.’ She bent over showing Inés the position to gain the best momentum. It might look like an obvious thing but rackets are made to withstand a lot, you’ve got to hit them at the right part of the rim to get the most satisfying destruction.

Inés looked plainly between Scottie and I, her shoulders slumped. ‘What if I don’t feel better?’

I grinned at her. ‘Then we get you another racket.’

She held the racket against her shoulder. ‘This is stupid.’

‘It works,’ Scottie shrugged. We had briefly considered letting her drink her sorrows away, but since both of us were still competing, this felt like a better option. One that wouldn’t upset our coaches too much.

‘Look, really what does this fix?’ Inés asked. ‘I’m still going to have lost and I’ll be a racket down.’

‘Nothing,’ Scottie answered, ‘but it gets out that rage.’

‘What if I’m not angry?’ Inés retorted.

This time, it was my turn to answer, scoffing, ‘Oh you are.’

I knew her pain well enough, every player did. But there was a specific kind of anger that came with losing in the first round, especially at the level we played at. It was laced with embarrassment, one that threatened to swallow you whole, the kind that marked the end of careers.

Scottie added, ‘You haven’t felt it yet.’

‘It does help,’ I agreed.

Scottie turned to me with mock shock, her blue eyes wide. ‘Dylan Bailey agreed with me.’ She looked up. ‘Is the sky falling?’

I shook my head at her. But despite Scottie’s reaction, our relationship was transiting from enemies on court to something resembling friends off, and agreeing with her was still a rather new thing.

I turned back to Inés. ‘Just … think of Chloe’s backhand. Every time she broke your serve –’

She cut me off, her jaw locked with frustration. ‘Is this supposed to make me feel better?’

I hated reminding her of this pain, but I knew if she didn’t get it out, she’d carry it around with her for the rest of the season.

I continued. ‘Each time she challenged your shots and won.’ With each word, her hand gripped tighter around the handle until her knuckles turned white. ‘Those goddamn dropshots.’

Inés turned from me, the racket glided over her head in a perfect arch, before she smashed it down onto the pavement, screaming out her frustration. Her cry was painful and raw as she slammed it into the ground again and again and again. She didn’t stop as the strings crumbled, the rim falling to pieces, until all that was left in her hand was a handle.

Inés straightened, her chest heaving heavily as she inspected her work – what was left of it held in her hand.

Inés 1–Racket 0

The warm summer wind blew around us as Scottie and I stood to the side, Inés not looking up from the broken pieces of graphite.

‘That’s the first one you’ve ever broken?’ Scottie asked, her voice astounded.

‘Yup.’ Inés tossed the handle in with the rest of the wreckage.

‘Not bad for a beginner,’ I mumbled, impressed by the damage. She’d said she wasn’t angry, but her red face and panting breath told us something else. It was as if Inés Costa’s calm and collected voice of reason had, like her racket, snapped.

With a piercing glance, she looked at us, her arm stretched out towards us.

‘Pass me another,’ and with those words from her, I knew I was in for a treat of an evening.

‘I have to admit,’ Scottie turned to grin at me as we headed through the reception, ‘I’ve never been as terrified of Inés as I was tonight.’

I laughed, thinking of the wild look she had in her brown eyes when she was finished. ‘Our girl is now officially a serial racket killer.’

‘I mean one or two, fine,’ Scottie said, her eyes growing wide as she continued, her mouth open in shock. ‘But all five?’

It truly had been a sight to behold. Inés Costa took all five rackets in her bag to the ground. By the end, she seemed a little crazed, but it felt good for her to vent that rage. I felt better about letting her go get drunk with some of her other friends. She had let some of it out, now she could go blow off some steam.

‘I never really thought of her as an angry person.’ Scottie leant forward, pressing the button on the hotel lift. I turned, eyes scanning around the reception area and into the hotel bar, spotting a few of our competitors looking rather serious, some watching the TV, a recap of Inés and Chloe no doubt.

An intense match like that always made waves, especially when it was involving a player as well liked as Inés.

I turned back around to look at Scottie. ‘Does anyone really walk away from a match like that without at least a little bit of rage?’

‘I guess not. How are you feeling?’

Her question caught me off guard. I sometimes needed to remind myself to not get too defensive around her off court. I’d eat her alive during a match. But outside of that, our relationship was changing.

I swallowed, forcing my tone to be even. ‘I’m feeling good. You?’

‘Honestly, I’m a little afraid now I know what to expect from Chloe.’ She looked down at the floor, a small laugh escaping her. ‘All I can do is hope you have to play her before I do.’

‘Good luck with that.’

Scottie shrugged me off, throwing her long blonde hair behind her shoulder. ‘I’m sure it will all work out in my favour.’

‘Keep dreamin’,’ I mumbled. Scottie shot me a mock scowl. Even upset, she was still annoyingly gorgeous. The elevator opened before us and I followed her inside, pressing the button to my floor after her.

As soon as the doors closed behind us, she turned to me, a devilish look on her face. ‘How’s it going with Oliver?’

I bit down hard on my tongue, instead feigning innocence. ‘How’s what going?’

She rolled her eyes at me. ‘Are you really still playing dumb?’

‘He’s a great coach if that’s what you mean,’ I shrugged innocently. Truthfully I wasn’t sure what we were, we had never returned to the topic of a label.

‘I’m yours, and you’re mine,’ I’d promised him. That was good enough for now. But still I grew nervous when I thought towards the end of the competition. Would he leave? Would this all end?

‘You know it’s going to get out,’ Scottie said. ‘I think for anyone who sees you two together, it’s impossible to ignore. It’s better if you get in front of it, before somebody else controls the story for you.’

I could still remember the headlines about Scottie and Nico six months ago. They’d been cruel, using Scottie’s off-court wild-child past against her, the rabid pack of journalists taking their relationship and twisting it, saying whatever they wanted about the two of them.

The cruel, cold face of Rachel Kendrick was clear in my head.

‘What if …’ I swallowed, trying to push it all away. I closed my eyes, and instead of fear, I found a burning rage that had me curling my hands into tight fists, nails digging into my palms. I shook my head. ‘What if I don’t want to be reduced down to whoever I’m …’ I trailed off, all too aware that I didn’t even have a correct word to summarize ‘us’.

‘Fucking?’ Scottie suggested, a wild smirk on her lips.

‘In a relationship with,’ I corrected, the words sounding weird coming from me. I was never the kind to want or care about a relationship. They got in the way of what I wanted. But with Oliver … with him, I felt more focused than ever. Clearer on my goals, less filled with doubt. And if I struggled, I could go to him, breathe in his aftershave and take a moment.

‘Ooh, we’re pulling out the big words are we?’ Scottie practically yelled, clapping her hands with joy. I could only roll my eyes at her. She continued as the elevator stopped. ‘I suggest if you want to avoid the press being involved, then you’re going to have to take up a life of celibacy.’ The doors opened before us, and I took a few steps forward.

I turned to say my goodbyes when I noticed she was following me out. ‘I thought you were a couple floors up.’

‘I’m not done with you yet. I know how scary it can feel. Especially when it’s somebody important to you. I tried to protect Nico, we kept it a secret until he was ready to become Mr Scottie Sinclair, and even now they take advantage, with the engagement, every time we are spotted together. I’ve stopped trying to keep up with the headlines because honestly, fuck what the press says.’ I laughed at her words. ‘No matter what, only you know what’s important. What’s undeniable.’

I looked down at the patterned hotel carpet, the elevator door closing behind Scottie.

‘We’ve tried to ignore it,’ I admitted quietly.

‘So did we,’ she said, holding her left hand up. ‘And look how it turned out.’

It was impossible to miss the square sapphire rock on her finger. How did she manage to walk around with it on her finger without being weighed down?

I smiled at her. ‘Very sparkly.’

‘That man,’ she sighed, turning her hand to look at the rock. ‘He knew the way to my heart was vintage.’

My heart clenched in my chest, a wave of very slight jealousy crashing into me. They were settled, in love, and horribly co-dependent. And I found myself longing for that. Or maybe not quite what they had, but something adjacent, something that said ‘Dylan and Oliver’.

Maybe it looked like overcooked spaghetti in red sauce, abandoned in the pot in favour of a more edible meal. A spare bedroom that never really got its own bed. And texts and FaceTimes from across the world. That was us. Fun and messy. A friendship where you could each relax with the other, never worried about being judged or not being deemed enough, but always a little teased.

‘We should all get a drink. When this is over,’ Scottie said, her features soft. ‘I think we could make good friends.’

I already knew that our friendship had been growing over the past few months, every off-court run-in with each other growing more pleasant.

‘I know,’ I said, feeling unsteady on my own feet. All those years opposite her on the court, driven mad with jealousy for everything she had. A parent on tour with her, one who was dedicated to her career. Then, the Wimbledon tournament where I’d watched her lift my trophy. It all came crashing down for us both, the illusion of perfection shattered.

‘I think we’re almost there.’ I nodded towards her, feeling a real weight shift from my shoulders as I allowed Scottie Sinclair some real forgiveness.

She smiled softly, her gaze wavering from my own. ‘It’s weird with competitors, I know,’ she acknowledged. ‘But I respect you on court, and … after what you did for me …’

‘I should have tried harder to see the bigger picture,’ I admitted, finding myself taking a step forward towards her, my hand stretched out to her arm. ‘I was jealous of you, it took me so long to see.’

Scottie shook her head, cutting me off. It’s like over the years, she’s learned better than to get into a fight with me.

‘We all make mistakes,’ she said instead, the ring of the elevator filling the air as the door once again slid open. Her smile turned wicked as she stepped into the elevator. ‘God knows I’ve made plenty of ’em.’

‘I know,’ I said, winking. ‘I keep a list.’

She let out a loud cackle as the doors slid shut, the moment feeling like something new had really dawned between us.


[image: BAILEY AND MURPHY STRIKE BIG DOWN UNDER; STORY BY Rachel Kenrick; Things are surely heating up at Melbourne’s Australian Open, with players Dylan Bailey and Chloe Murphy making real stand-out performances on the court. Both have been dominating, with Murphy knocking out fan favourite Inés Costa in the first round in brutal fashion.; In today’s quarter-final Bailey took the match from China’s Liang Wei in two sets, while Murphy will be continuing her pursuit of victory, after impressing against Nomi De Rosa in the fourth round with her aggressive style and powerful shots. Murphy used up all her calls during the match, before forcing De Rosa from the competition.; Bailey, known for her ferocity on court, has come into her home slam with a calmer head, bringing a new level of strategy to her matches. ‘I’m taking it one match at a time,’ Bailey said in a post-match interview. ‘I’m pleased with my performance today, but there’s still a long way to go.’; NEXT UP: Chloe Murphy vs Scottie Sinclair in the Quarter-finals!]
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What Was I Made For? – Billie Eilish

Bailey vs Wei

Result: 6–2, 6–4

The cheer of the crowd was thunderous, echoing around the arena as I waved goodbye, unable to stop the smile from breaking out across my lips. I’d won my quarter-final match against Liang Wei, a great player in her own right who’d put up a decent-enough fight.

But I felt close to superhuman during that match. Calm and collected, I had read every single one of her plays, finding exciting ways to break her serve. The atmosphere was electric, the crowd cheering with every point won.

I couldn’t keep my eyes from the players’ box, my parents tucked away with Oliver throughout the match. With their lives here, my parents weren’t able to attend many of the competitions I played, and knowing they were here for me today felt good. Like, all that loneliness I’d felt on tour was slowly being erased, the homesickness that had plagued me a far-gone memory.

My mum met me halfway through the tunnel, support staff and tournament personnel buzzing around us, trying to turn the arena around for the next match. Her arms wrapped around my sweaty body, pulling me into her for a very tight hug. She squealed into my ear. ‘Congratulations! You were amazing out there.’

She pulled away from me, only allowing enough space between us so she could look up at me. The bright smile on her lips was undeniable, beaming with pride. ‘The crowd loved you.’

I looked out at the court, some of the audience sitting in their seats, the national flag scattered around the arena. I shook her off, ‘They like all the home players.’

Mum tsked, as she made room for Dad, his head pressed forward. ‘We caught some of the other matches. They weren’t nearly as enthusiastic.’ He stepped forward for a hug, adding softly, ‘This is all for you.’

I was temporarily dumbstruck by his words, him rubbing softly at my back. I didn’t know how to respond, swallowing down a feeling I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Then he stepped aside, Avery appearing from behind them.

Shock slammed into me at seeing my old friend, as I moved from my dad and ran towards her.

‘Hi! How you going?’ I pulled her in for a hug.

She laughed, her arms hugging back. ‘I’m good. I see you worked on that second serve.’

Pulling away, I took a proper look at her, still surprised she was here. ‘It’s good to see you.’

‘Same,’ she said, ‘It was exciting to watch you play Mila. She’s one of my favourites. That second set, she almost had you.’

I laughed awkwardly, not quite sure how to respond to her comment. ‘I recovered it though.’

‘Oh yeah,’ she nodded. ‘You were great. A little slow on your retu—’

‘Avery called this morning for tickets,’ Mum said, cutting her off and pulling my attention. There was a thin, worn smile on her lips, and I knew that look from my childhood. Like, Christmases and parties when Dad’s sister came to visit, and Mum was two glasses of wine into pretending she didn’t hate that woman’s guts. I was reminded of the words me and Mum had in her kitchen.

‘Then there was that awful friend of yours.’

A wave of awkwardness washed over me, as I realized how much Mum would’ve hated having to sit in the box with Avery. She’d already complained about how she still hung around. I swallowed down the discomfort, trying not to let it show.

‘I tried to call your agent last night but she couldn’t help.’ Avery said, seemingly noticing the awkward atmosphere with Mum. ‘But I knew your parents would.’

‘I tried to call to let you know, but you missed it,’ Mum said to me through gritted teeth.

I forced a smile between the two, feeling a little like I was being torn in half. ‘Well, no matter how last minute, I’m glad you could make it.’

Mum muttered something under her breath, her eyes narrowed. Dad coughed, covering up what she had said. Whatever it was, I was starting to think it would be the tip of the iceberg.

I looked between them, trying to figure out how I was supposed to juggle this awkward group, before realizing there was somebody missing. ‘Where’s Oliver?’

I had seen him sitting with them throughout the match, that serious coach expression on his face, like a teacher assessing their student. He normally caught me in the cool-down room, but since my parents were attending, I thought he would’ve stuck with them, making sure they didn’t get lost in the vast arena.

Mum turned to look at Dad. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘He left before the match ended,’ Avery noted, as we turned to make our way down the corridor, my muscles beginning to burn after the exercise. ‘Isn’t that super unprofessional? Shouldn’t he be more supportive and stick around?’

What was she getting at?

‘He might have been going to the bathroom,’ Mum added, waving Avery’s concerns away. I knew it wasn’t like him to disappear while I was playing. I knew I could count on him to always be watching. How hadn’t I even noticed he’d disappeared?

Mum’s arm wrapped over my shoulders as we walked, or as much as she could considering our height difference. ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure he won’t be too far behind us.’

We wouldn’t be going far, but with my parents in tow, it was going to be hard to cool down quickly and shower.

‘Is he joining us for dinner?’ Dad asked, looking at me as we dodged others in the corridor.

‘Yeah, I think so,’ I replied, not sure what else to say, reeling from his absence. I knew, no matter what, he wouldn’t have left without a good reason.

I looked at Avery, the uncomfortable feeling washing over me again. I knew if I invited her to dinner, Mum would be furious, but it felt awkward considering she knew we had plans already. Spotting a familiar blonde searching the crowd ahead, I waved my hand to catch her attention. ‘Scottie!’

Her blue eyes lit up as she pushed through the busy crowd. Scottie burst forward, pulling me into my fourth hug of the day as she shouted, ‘Congrats! You did well out there.’

She released me, my eyes finding her fiancé, Nico.

‘You played great,’ he said. I nodded, thanking them both, before introducing my parents. Mum shot me a confused look after she shook Scottie’s hand, clearly remembering my rival.

‘Scottie, when are you playing?’ I asked, apprehension pinching at my words.

‘Not for a few hours.’

Relief crashed like a wave as I looked between her and Nico. ‘Would you be able to take my parents through to the bar? I need to cool down and get showered.’

Only for a second did it feel weird asking Scottie Sinclair for a favour. And then the feeling floated away as I remembered our conversation in the hallway.

My dad sighed, frustrated. ‘We can look after ourselves.’

I turned, shooting him a flat look. ‘Dad, you got lost in Bunnings last weekend.’

He looked at my mum, clearly annoyed she had told me that story. ‘I didn’t get lost. Your mum just couldn’t find me.’

‘I should’ve known he was getting a snag,’ Mum muttered. I smothered my own laugh. Never trust Dad not to get distracted by food.

‘Oliver was supposed to be here, but I think he’s probably gotten mixed up with the crowds.’

Whether it was instinct or longing, my gaze briefly searched the crowd, half expecting him to pop out.

‘Yeah, no problem,’ she smiled with no sign of hesitation. Her attention slid to my mum as her grin turned to foreboding. ‘I’m sure I’ll have the best time hearing about all the embarrassing things that baby Dylan used to do.’

‘Oh, do we have stories!’ Dad laughed as my stomach dropped out from under me. ‘She used to run around chasing the neighbour’s cat in the summer. Practically terrorized the damn thing.’

With my cheeks burning, I managed to look up at Nico, asking, ‘I’m definitely going to regret this, aren’t I?’

He laughed. ‘Probably.’

‘Can I stick with you?’ Avery asked, turning to me. ‘I’ve barely seen you, and then I’d love to come for dinner.’

I was struck, unsure how to answer. I’d just come off court, I needed time to cool down and shower, that would all be quicker without a tag-along. However, one look at Mum and I knew leaving Avery with them was not an option. Not if Avery wanted to see the rest of the day without encountering Mum’s bad side.

‘Yeah, of course,’ I said. ‘I’ll show you around. You might be hanging around for a bit while I stretch and shower.’

She waved my concerns away. ‘I can ogle at all the hot tennis players while you do.’

I laughed nervously, our group splitting into two as Avery and I left, heading towards the players’ area. With us now alone things fell into a comfortable flow as I caught up with Avery about her life. The last time we had spoken was a few weeks ago, over a phone call that had been a little difficult.

Sometimes, Avery was a little open with her opinion, a little too cutting, and I knew it was because she cared, because she had the same history as I did. But sometimes, when I wasn’t in the right headspace, it wasn’t what I needed.

‘You know,’ Avery nudged into me, a grin curled on her lips. ‘You’ve really come a long way since the old days at Beacy.’

‘God, I’ll never forget that shitty court,’ I laughed, shaking my head. ‘It was hard to even run across without tripping up.’ I said, looking over at her. ‘Thanks for coming to the match,’ I added, despite everything, appreciating the effort.

‘You were really on point,’ she said, before something twisted in her features. ‘Though I noticed your serve was a bit off in the second set. I thought that might have been why Oliver left.’

I could handle critique, I was used to that … but not from somebody who didn’t play at this level. ‘I was intentionally playing slower. I don’t think it was off.’

I knew I was being defensive, maybe even too much, but it was hard to accept coming fresh off a win. I had learned to celebrate a win, and it was Oliver’s job to critique my playing. But Avery? She did it no matter what.

‘Definitely,’ she nodded, her gaze elsewhere, looking around the room. ‘But you wouldn’t want to get too comfortable, you know, at this level.’

I gritted my teeth, shooting her a look as if to say, ‘what is that supposed to mean?’ But I swallowed it down instead, knowing she’d made the effort to come to my match, see me play. She was trying to be helpful. Somehow.

We reached the cool-down zone, other players and coaches filling up the room. I scanned around looking for any trace of Oliver. I was worried. It wasn’t like him to disappear like this.

Avery let out a long whistle as she took in the area. ‘Wow, the facilities here are really cool.’ My eyes scanned around the modern area, acknowledging for the first time in a while how lucky I was to have access to spaces like this.

I hummed in agreement, thinking of our old club. ‘Much nicer than the ones we had.’

‘But hey, you deserve it.’ Avery looked at me, something in her expression unreadable. ‘You’ve always been the lucky one,’ she sighed, stepping ahead, almost leading me forward into the area. Her eyes went wide, taking in the faces around the space.

‘Oh wow, that’s Jasmine Carter!’ she squealed, turning to face the player who was warming up, readying herself for her own match. ‘Do you know her?’

‘I’ve played her,’ I nodded.

‘Oh yeah, she beat you at Wimbledon,’ Avery said carelessly.

I paused, blinking as if she hadn’t really said that.

‘Yep,’ I replied bitterly. ‘Thanks for the reminder.’

‘It’s true.’ Her tone was defensive. And then, almost in the same breath, she asked, ‘Can you introduce me to her?’

‘Um …’ I trailed off, looking over again at Jasmine who was talking to her coach. I knew she had a match coming soon, and decided against it. ‘She looks like she’s trying to get in the zone, I don’t think we should interrupt.’

‘I think it would be fine. It’s not like she’s playing.’

Before I even had a chance to reply, Avery began to move towards Jasmine and I only just managed to grab her arm. ‘No, seriously, leave her alone. She’s preparing to play.’

‘It will be fine, Dylan,’ Avery sneered. ‘I know what this is like.’

‘No, you don’t,’ I pressed. The words slipped out beyond my control, but I meant every single one. She walked around here like she knew this place, like this was her turf. She criticized me on court and tried to tell me how to improve my gameplay when she hadn’t played competitively at any level for almost ten years.

‘What is that supposed to mean?’ Her eyes narrowed on me, but I didn’t back down, rage boiling in my veins.

‘You never played professionally,’ I said, pointing out the obvious. ‘I’m sorry about that but this is different from what you know. It’s serious here, we don’t fuck with somebody else before a match.’

‘I’m not serious?’ she said, twisting my words. ‘What exactly is your problem?’

‘I don’t have a problem with you. I don’t want you to get in anyone’s way,’ I said, lowering my tone as somebody passed us. In the corner of my eye, Jasmine Carter moved past us and my heart stopped in my chest, wondering if she’d overheard our conversation.

Avery stopped too, her eyes tracking the player out of the room. Her attention turned back to me, her arm pulling out of my grip. ‘Well look, now I’ve missed her.’

I shook my head. ‘She has a big match, it’s for the best.’

She tsked. ‘You know, sometimes I wonder how things would be different if I was the one that had turned pro.’

‘What?’ I said in shock, trying to figure out where all of this had come from. All I’d done was stop her from going to disrupt another player.

‘You’re an embarrassment, Dylan. Honestly,’ she struck out, trying to hurt me. But she missed, her anger incorrectly aimed. Normally, she could make me feel like shit, remind me of everything she’d missed out on, tell me I was doing it for the both of us. But now? She had to see this wasn’t my fault.

‘What the hell is your problem?’ I asked, my teeth gritted. I could feel the eyes in the room focusing on us, this argument all too public.

‘My problem?’ she spat. ‘I’ve had to sit here, see you living out my dream, and I’m forced to watch you waste it.’

My jaw locked at her words, at her thinly veiled insult. I tried to remain strong, trying to find the spark of anger that would normally rage against this kind of behaviour. But instead, I found a fault ignition, doused by the fact this was my oldest friend saying these things.

I inhaled deeply. ‘You don’t know anything about what it is like to play at this level, Avery. The pressure out on that court, even back here. It’s crushing.’ I wiped a hand at my brow; it was still sweaty from the match. I wanted to shower, to cool down and relax, not get into a big fight. I needed Oliver.

‘Why did you even take me back here? Did you want to show off? Rub it in my face?’ Avery said, raising her voice again. More eyes directed on us, a burning gaze of intrigue and annoyance at our argument.

‘You asked to come here!’ I hissed, keeping my voice quiet, running out of patience. She was trying to make herself the victim, and I was too tired to pretend like I didn’t care. Then, I remembered Mum’s words, when we visited them, her version of Avery’s crash.

‘She recovered, didn’t she? Fully, from what I remember. Next time you talk to her, ask her.’

My own eyes narrowed in on Avery, pushing back at her as I cracked and asked, ‘What even happened? With your injury?’

There was a flash of dread across her face, her mouth opening in shock.

‘W-what do you mean?’ she stuttered, searching for words. ‘I was in that crash.’

‘What happened after?’ I pressed. Years had passed and I felt like I didn’t know the full story. She’d spent years throwing it in my face, telling me I was the lucky one, listening to her pull me apart even when I was already at my lowest. And now with my mum’s words ringing in my head, with Avery’s own jabs still stinging, I dug.

‘Don’t turn this on me,’ she said, her defences going straight up. ‘You think you have it so tough. With your sponsors and your first-class travel, your fancy matches and hotels. But you never ask about me. How I’m doing. You don’t care about me.’

‘Of course I do,’ I snapped back. ‘You’re trying to change the subject, but I care about you, Avery, I do.’

‘You don’t act like it,’ she said with a gasp, flicking her hair over her shoulder before defensively crossing her arms over her chest.

‘I’m sorry I’m distant, Avery. I really am. It’s hard sometimes, to want to call back home, and you are the one to make that effort,’ I said, trying to meet her halfway. But there was something there, and maybe it was just a half truth, but she didn’t get to keep talking to me like shit and then throw her injury in my face. With a deep breath, I went back to my original question. ‘After the car crash, after your injury. What happ—’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Dylan,’ she cut me off, eyes narrowed. ‘Of course I didn’t quit because of the fucking injury. It was you.’

I barely blinked as I tried to comprehend her words. ‘Me?’

‘Don’t pretend like you don’t know how much I struggled when you left. You abandoned me.’

I shook my head. She was trying to hurt me, turning it back on me. But I was too desperate for the truth now.

I kept my voice level. ‘I kept in contact. I talked about you constantly to Imogen, trying to get her to give you a shot. Then, when we came back, you weren’t playing anymore. You said rehab had stopped, you couldn’t play. Was that even true? Did rehab fail … or did you quit?’

‘Do you know what it’s like to be the one that everyone forgets about? I had to watch you get picked over me, every single time. We were a team. We trained together, played together, travelled together. And at the first opportunity, you cut and run. You should’ve stayed, helped me get better. If you had, God knows, maybe I could be the one playing alongside Scottie and Jasmine. But no, instead I have to watch you.’ She tried once more to make me feel sorry for her. But I was already done. I’d held onto her friendship for too long, telling myself I needed her, this link to home. But all along she’d been pulling me down with her, constantly drowning me in her negativity.

‘I had a career, Avery. I did not cut and run.’

‘Besides, you aren’t better than me,’ she sneered, her eyes narrowing, her voice low. ‘I mean, fucking your coach. Really Dylan? What will people say?’

I stuttered, struggling for a reaction, for anything to say, but I was already shocked from everything that I didn’t have the words for. How did she know about Oliver?

‘Don’t even try to deny it. It’s clear enough from your face,’ she added. ‘And I had to sit there and watch him fuss around watching you play. A man in love. It’s obvious.’

‘It’s not …’ I trailed off, the denial sticking on my tongue. It’s not love. But if it’s not love, then what is it? What else is Oliver to me but love? I pulled myself together, desperate for this to be over.

‘I can see the news headlines,’ Avery’s face twisted. ‘And I wonder how much somebody would pay for that information.’

Dread filled me, chilling me right down to the bones. She wouldn’t do that, right? Not to her oldest friend? But as it was turning out, I never knew her very well to begin with.

Inhaling, I found my grit, my determination. Even after a hard match, I had to find it.

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I ground out, my hands curling into fists.

‘I think I hit close enough to the mark.’

‘If you think you can threaten me like that, you know me as well as I know you.’ I shook my head, taking a step away from her, seeing the end of this friendship. ‘Don’t contact me again. Don’t call my parents. Just stay out of my life.’

‘You always fucking choke, Dylan,’ she shouted from behind me. ‘And you’ll do it again.’

I headed out of the warm-up area, heading towards the showers, not bothering to look back at her, not wanting to give her any satisfaction. But as I stormed through the facility, ignoring everyone else around me, her words began to burrow under my skin.

What if she was right? I choked at Wimbledon. I choked in every single final. My track record was superb if you enjoyed falling at the last hurdle. And while I knew this was what she wanted, it wasn’t like I didn’t carry my own worries that I’d end up that way again.

Kicking open the door to the changing rooms, almost taking it off its hinges in the process, I threw my bag on the ground. Fear and anger clouding my judgement.

Where was Oliver?

I sat with my head held in my hands, trying to breathe through the feelings, using all those dumb methods they’d been teaching me for the past few weeks.

‘You look like shit.’ I looked up, finding the annoyingly warm sunshine gaze of Scottie Sinclair, her hand on her hip.

I frowned. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Don’t worry, your parents are safe. They’re still unloading all of your childhood trauma with Nico,’ she said. ‘Jon sent me back here to get ready. I’m playing Chloe Murphy next and I think he might be worried.’

‘He shouldn’t be.’ I looked across at her, shaking my head. ‘You’re the better player. You stand at least as good a chance.’

Confusion twisted across Scottie’s features, her lips pursing. ‘Wait.’

‘What?’ I asked.

She almost inspected me, her hand rising to my face, moving it around so she could get a good look. ‘Did you suffer a massive brain injury?’

‘No.’

‘No blunt force racket to the head?’ she added.

‘None I recall but if you are offering …’ I muttered under my breath.

‘You paid me a compliment, Dylan.’ She didn’t bother trying to hide the surprise in her voice.

‘I guess I did,’ I shrugged her off, not wanting to make a big song and dance about it. Scottie, however, had other plans.

‘Wow,’ she smirked, ‘I mean I know I’ve been trying to become friends but I never thought it would work so easily.’

I shot her a flat look, as I offered, ‘I can just as easily unfriend you.’

She put her hands up, sounding a little panicked as she said, ‘No! I like it! I’ll stop talking about it now, I swear.’ I mumbled under my breath, almost regretting the decision to let her into my life. Almost. Because somehow in mere minutes of conversation with her, I felt better than my entire time speaking with Avery.

‘Are you okay?’ Her shoulder nudged against mine. ‘You looked happy coming off court.’

‘I did.’

‘Well, you don’t look very happy about it now.’

‘I got into an argument. Avery, my friend …’ I said, an unusual wave of awkwardness washing over me. I swallowed, trying not to allow myself to doubt what she had said, and how it had made me feel. ‘She told me I was going to choke.’

‘That’s not very nice,’ Scottie remarked, her tone turning annoyed.

‘It didn’t feel very nice either.’ My shoulders pulled down as I thought back over everything she had said, how it all seemed to come out of nowhere. But now, when I looked back, how long had she been something toxic in my life? A well of negativity I kept drowning in. ‘She’s my oldest friend, but I don’t know. Things feel different. Like, maybe for a long time she actually hasn’t been a very good friend at all.’

Scottie took a moment, her blue eyes searching my face. ‘I know you’ve been working a lot with Oliver. You said before, you’ve been doing a lot of mental health work?’

I let out a single laugh. ‘He’s had me journaling.’

Scottie’s serious expression cracked with a bright smile, and I could’ve sworn the woman was made of sunshine. ‘And did it help?’

Reluctantly, I admitted, ‘Yeah, it did.’

‘And everything else he taught you?’ Scottie arched an eyebrow, a playful smirk wide on her lips. ‘I imagine there was a long talk about sharing your feelings instead of fuelling yourself on spite and vengeance alone?’

‘How did you guess?’ My shoulder nudged against hers as I laughed, the contact between us friendly and effortless. And I realized that friendship is not supposed to be hard work, and isn’t meant to leave me feeling like a battery on empty.

‘I remember it from my time in therapy,’ she said. ‘This feeling, her words, they will pass.’

I knew she was right. I had new methods to help, practices that helped feelings like this pass. And I had Oliver, I had his faith and confidence. And I … I loved him enough to trust his judgement. If he believed in me, then I could believe in myself.

As if she had read my mind, Scottie’s hand found mine, bringing my gaze to meet hers. ‘You’re not going to choke, Dylan. This is your hometown, your crowd.’ She pressed unwavering confidence into her gaze. Then, with a roll of her eyes, she added, ‘Not to mention you are playing like a beast. If I had to go up against you, with the form you’ve had? I know I’d be the one throwing up in the locker room beforehand.’

I laughed again, my head shaking as the last remainder of the anxiety was rushed away by the feeling of gratitude for new friends. We had a rocky past, and I’d done more to hurt her than she had ever deserved. But she’d forgiven me, and I’d changed. Evolved.

There was no more Dylan Bailey who didn’t believe in herself, who punished herself for screw-ups on the court that weren’t her fault. Who drove herself into the ground, forcing herself to be relentless.

‘I’ve got this,’ I said, the weakest smile on my lips as I looked over at her.

Her hand squeezed mine again. ‘Every time you start to feel this way, I want you to take a deep breath, let yourself truly believe it and keep your eyes on that goddamn trophy.’

And with another quick glance, I knew she was right. All that was left to do now was win.
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Oliver

I Love You, I’m Sorry – Gracie Abrams

I focused on the cold tiles below my bare legs as I laid out on the bathroom floor, trying to take a moment to remember how to box breathe.

I’d been having panic attacks since Dylan’s third-round match. There was a moment, during the second set where she slid on court. Normally, I’d have clocked it as regular, but my mind replayed the moment she’d done the same during the doubles match that caused the sprain, even her opening match when she fell and pretended she hadn’t limped off court. Sometimes I was sure I saw her hesitating, her pace slower.

Every moment had my heart clenching painfully in my chest, anxiety gripping tighter and tighter. I’d tried to sit through the rest of the match, ignoring the overwhelming feeling, the ringing in my ears. But when she reached set point, I couldn’t take it anymore, remembering how easily matches like this could fall apart under the brutal intensity.

I’d left, leaving her parents with some flimsy excuse and locking myself in a private bathroom. I nearly passed out. I knew the feeling had been growing since her injury, the competition had dialled it up until the niggling in the back of my head turned into a full-blown migraine.

I exhaled softly, the tight band around my chest eased. As I inhaled a controlled breath, the rush of oxygen flooded my mind, causing momentary dizziness. The bathroom tilted on its axis, and instead, I moved, my hands finding the smooth tiles using the chill from the AC to ground myself.

There was a knock on the heavy bathroom door, her voice calling out like a siren to a sailor. ‘Oliver? Are you here?’

I swallowed, realizing that her match must be long over. ‘Yeah. Just a moment,’ I managed, fighting to keep my tone level. I made out her shadow from under the door, watching as she hesitated a moment, before turning, heading back into the locker room.

I tried to pull myself together. I wasn’t a stranger to panic attacks, I’d had them before. It was partially why I used to play the way I did, picking and choosing the tournaments I took part in, taking weeks or months when necessary. Balance was key, I couldn’t keep up with playing in every tournament, but when I was more selective, I was a much more competitive player.

But I hadn’t thought that it would be this way being a coach. I’d thought I’d be insulated from the pressure and stress, but knowing how close she could be, all the while watching her ankle for that injury, I’d overestimated myself.

Every moment of her match I spent obsessively examining each movement, each piece of footwork and glide of her racket, waiting for something to go wrong. And for it to be my fault.

If it all went wrong for her, would I lose her?

Inhaling sharply, I pushed myself up from the floor, stepping forward to lean on the counter. Staring at myself in the mirror, I could make out the sweat on my brow, the redness to my eyes caused by another sleepless night terrified of failing her.

I quickly splashed some water on my face, trying to look semi decent so she didn’t know why I’d had to lock myself away. I was only able to half convince myself that I was ready as I left the bathroom, greeted by a soft smile from Dylan.

One look at her, one smile, and the bathroom immediately felt a million miles away, any remaining grip of the anxiety soothed. She was everything.

‘Hey, what happened?’ she asked, sitting on the bench opposite the door, her eyes filled with concern. ‘You left during the match.’

I swallowed, ‘I’m really sorry,’ I apologized, feeling terrible for having left her, as if I’d abandoned her without a second thought. ‘I …’ The words dried up in my throat, as I realized that I hadn’t prepared an excuse for why I had disappeared, my apprehension hanging in the air between us.

‘Is it that curry from last night?’ she asked, one eyebrow crooked upward.

My hand went to my stomach, patting it as if to comfort myself. ‘Yeah, my stomach is not great.’ I felt bad lying, but the idea of telling her the truth didn’t sit any easier with me.

‘I told you to pick something else.’

‘I should’ve listened,’ I admitted, my stomach twisting in knots, only not from food but from guilt.

‘It’s okay,’ she replied, ‘I enjoy being right.’

‘You enjoy me being ill?’

‘No. That’s terrible,’ Dylan shook her head. ‘But I did try to tell you. Are you still able to come for dinner?’ she asked, and I took a moment to assess my true feelings, the tight squeeze of anxiety beginning to ease.

‘Yeah, I should be fine,’ I nodded.

‘Good,’ she added, ‘I thought we could go out after. There are some places in the city I need to show you.’ I loved the idea of getting outside with her.

‘So …’ I trailed off, ‘You won right?’

‘Of course.’

‘Congrats!’ I grinned at her, my arm wrapping over her shoulder, pulling her body into mine as I rocked with excitement. ‘One more down.’ I was reminded, true happiness spilling out of me for her. I wanted this badly for her.

‘Two more to go,’ she retorted, sounding a little worried about them. Her hands moved, straightening out the linen shorts she was wearing.

I shrugged her concerns away. ‘You are playing so well. I’m proud of you.’ Dylan’s cheeks began to burn red, her shoulder pushing into me.

‘Aw, thanks coach,’ she said, unable to match my gaze as her body pressed against mine. ‘I couldn’t have done it without you.’

‘I know,’ I said, grabbing her attention. I grinned, ‘I’m an excellent coach.’

‘Cocky too.’

I winked, unable to stop myself, ‘Don’t you know it.’

‘You’re telling me …’ I trailed off, looking around at all the various food stalls, the vastly different sweet and savoury smells all mixing into something delicious and irresistible. I looked across at Dylan who was busy sipping a flat white. ‘This was all here while we were dancing around the threat of food poisoning and cooking at home?’

She tsked, her hand going to the cap on her head, the sunglasses no doubt hiding her rolled eyes from me. Sunglasses and a hat. The perfect disguise. ‘Sure, but who wants to trek into the city every day for dinner?’

‘If it means not fearing for my life with every forkful,’ I said, my stomach groaning at the sight of the various offerings. Dinner with her parents couldn’t have gone better, both her mum and dad enthusiastic about Dylan’s recent playing. Even sitting with them while we watched the match had been fun. The way they spoke about her game play, the hits she had made, even breaking down the analytics of the match, made me wonder what it had been like to grow up with them as a fledgling tennis player. All they had was excitement and pride towards their youngest daughter.

Dylan laughed, taking a long sip of her coffee. ‘If you think street food is the answer to that then you might want to think again.’

‘Sure,’ I said, eyeing up a stall selling steamed mussels in a coconut chilli sauce. Why did I have two courses at dinner? ‘But at least it wouldn’t be our fault.’

‘You’ve got me there.’ Dylan smirked as she threw her cup in the trash and we continued through the crowds. We were sick of hiding out in the hotel, and had decided to explore the city around us a little more, wearing hats and sunglasses just to keep any unwanted attention from us.

As we walked, enjoying everything in the market, Dylan’s hand softly slipped into mine, our fingers interlacing like it was the most normal thing in the world. I couldn’t fight the grin that broke out at the contact, enjoying how casually intimate she was with me.

I still remembered the weeks I’d spent torturing myself on the other side of a wall. Desperate for every inch of her I could gain. Every reluctant smile I could earn from her. Now with the contact offered up casually, I felt like the luckiest man alive.

Dylan turned to me with a grin. ‘I’m going to get some doughnuts.’ She nodded her head over to one of the stalls. Without any hesitation, she dragged me along with her, the van seeming unusually quiet considering the crowds of people pushing their way around. She was served, her hand slipping from mine so she could take a bite of the sugared and jam-filled doughnut.

The smell alone was enough to make my stomach rumble again, but the sight of Dylan, half a sugary treat hanging out of her mouth, her grin growing into a full-blown smile, had me searching for my phone.

‘Can I get a photo?’ I asked as we found a less crowded part of the market so she could eat as the sun set behind her, turning the city sky all shades of dusky tangerine.

Her eyebrows shot up, half of the doughnut hanging from her perfect mouth. ‘Oliver? Are you turning full tourist on me? Next you’ll want to visit the zoo.’

I mocked fake offence, a hand landing on my chest. ‘I’ve always wanted to visit the zoo.’

Dylan laughed, almost choking on another bite. ‘If you want to see some real Aussie wildlife we could visit North Queensland but you could barely handle the spiders here.’

I had to fight a smile at the mention of a trip. Did that mean she could see a future?

‘Don’t remind me of that monster. I still have nightmares.’

She waved her free hand at me. ‘Such a tourist,’ but I didn’t point out that she was the one in the market eating a doughnut, sugar and jam smeared on the corner of her mouth. I couldn’t help but run my tongue along my lip, craving a taste of her, mixed with the sweetness.

I lifted my phone again. ‘Can I please get a photo?’

‘Why?’

I shrugged, honestly admitting, ‘Because I don’t have many of you.’ All this time in Australia, and I barely had any photos of her. I had all of our texts from when we were apart, some selfies she had sent, and some videos of training. But I wanted one for the lock screen.

‘Aw, you are going soft on me,’ she said, removing her glasses. ‘Make it quick.’

I quickly took some while she allowed, before pausing, humming to myself.

Stepping forward, I smirked, ‘You’ve just got a little …’ I trailed off, my hand stretching out to her mouth, wiping the sugar and jam away.

‘Do I look like a mess?’ she asked, her free hand going to her lips to wipe at the sugar. I shook my head, leaning in for a kiss. I was right, she tasted strawberry sweet.

‘You look perfect,’ I smiled, stepping away from her. Dylan’s eyes dazzled over at me, the pink blush on her cheeks my new favourite colour.

‘Take one of us both.’ She wrapped an arm around me, pulling my body against hers. We both took a moment to pose, not caring whether anyone around us saw or what they thought. Just two tourists, sharing a doughnut selfie.

‘You know, if you do want to see the animals, I can take you to a sanctuary,’ she offered, as we started walking again. ‘There’s one just outside the city.’

‘That would be nice,’ I said. I’d been here so many times and never really had the chance to explore properly. It felt like a waste, given how settled we were here, to not try and at least see more.

‘I just thought …’ Dylan said, trailing off as we battled the busy crowds. ‘You might be going soon, with the tournament wrapping up soon.’

‘Going? Going where?’ I questioned.

‘Home? On tour?’ She listened, a forced smile on her lips. Dylan’s gaze darted from mine, as she said, ‘I don’t think we’ve spoken about what happens after.’

‘After,’ I repeated, understanding what she was asking. What would happen with us? We hadn’t exactly discussed a lot of the logical stuff with us. We’d been together for so long now, both as friends and then … this, that we hadn’t had to. But with the end creeping up on us, maybe she was right to ask. I swallowed, questioning, ‘Are you staying here? What’s next for you?’

‘I’ve enjoyed the rest, and being home,’ she said, still looking worried.

‘I can tell. There’s such a big difference in you.’

She looked at me strangely, ‘Thanks?’

‘It’s supposed to be a compliment,’ I reassured. ‘You’re playing better too, but you just don’t seem as tired.’ I remembered her months ago, even the first time we’d met. She seemed like a shadow of herself. Talking negatively, never satisfied with her performance. All I could hope was that I’d been part of the change in her life, a change for the better.

‘It’s a wonder what a real bed can do for a girl.’ Dylan took another bite of her doughnut, her expression changing to something serious. ‘I think I’ve been enjoying myself so much that I didn’t think about what came next. I know I don’t want to carry on how I was,’ she admitted. ‘But I love competing.’

I nodded, understanding what she was saying. ‘You can just decide what you want to do, when you want to do it. You’re good enough to keep up with everyone, and you are in charge of your own career.’

‘It feels weird to say I want to slow down. I’m not supposed to want that, right? I should want to play every single match all of the time. Keep trying to get better.’ She sounded unsure of her own words.

‘There’s no reason you can’t still do that but acknowledge when it’s good for you to take a break. Breathe and sit for a while,’ I advised, thinking of the breaks I had taken throughout my career. The world of good they had done me.

Dylan stopped beside me, her eyes looking around the city. ‘I was thinking about staying here for a little longer,’ she said, seeming a little unsure. ‘Maybe even until the summer. I’ve always hated the clay season.’

‘Yeah?’ I asked, feeling almost guilty for how happy her words made me. It felt selfish, to want her to take it easy, but staying with her these few months, living slowly and relaxed. I never wanted it to stop.

‘All that dust getting all over me?’ Her nose scrunched at the thought. ‘No thanks.’

‘What do you want to do instead?’ I asked.

Her gaze caught on mine. ‘Whatever I want, I guess? Stay home a little, without all the intense training. Travel, even.’

‘Would you mind …’ I trailed off, almost losing my courage. ‘Would you mind having a house guest for a little longer? Maybe even a travel buddy?’ I finished, waiting for the smile on her lips to diminish.

But it didn’t.

‘You’d want to stay?’ Dylan asked, her hand finding mine.

‘If it meant being with you,’ I nodded, ‘yes.’

She closed the small gap between us, our lips meeting as we kissed softly, the contact momentary before she pulled back, her arms around my neck as she cheekily smiled.

‘I better get the guest bedroom properly set up then.’

I laughed. ‘Absolutely not.’
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Oliver

Nobody Gets Me – SZA

‘You had a great match yesterday,’ Radley said, Dylan’s ankle delicately held in her expert hands. ‘Does this still hurt?’ She looked up to where Dylan was perched on the bed.

Dylan hummed, ‘It’s a little bit sore, especially after playing for a while.’

‘She limps,’ I added, standing at the side of the vast hotel room, my arms crossed. Both women looked over at me, Dylan’s eyes narrowing with disdain. But I held her gaze, adding, ‘After matches.’

Radley nodded, turning back to the joint, before rolling the foot around, testing with her fingers. ‘Do you feel any sharp pain here?’

Dylan shook her head. ‘No, it’s more like a dull ache.’

Radley nodded, inspecting the joint further. ‘Okay, that’s fine. We have to remember that you are playing with a lot of intensity here.’ She put her ankle down. ‘Have you been doing the exercises I showed you?’

Dylan’s eyes slid back to me, her eyebrow raised. ‘Yeah. I have somebody making sure they get done.’ My shoulders rose on a shrug, a smug look on my face. Dylan looked back at Radley. ‘Strap and balance exercises, right? Day and night.’

‘Exactly. That’s good.’ Radley turned back over her shoulder towards me. The curve of her lips knowing. ‘It’s good to have somebody to help.’

I coughed, clearing my throat, feeling uncomfortable. Shifting on my feet, my gaze on the floor, I asked, ‘Should we do more?’

I managed to make eye contact with her again. Could Radley tell? Could she see the thing between Dylan and I? I tried to explain further, ‘Like, is there anything else we can add that will help her, and keep her from the pain?’

‘I’m not in pain,’ Dylan interrupted. ‘It’s sore, but I can manage it.’ I didn’t know how to tell her I hated the idea of her being in any level of pain. That I knew the aches that came with operating at this level, knew that limping off the court was not a normal sign and that above anything else, I was worried about what we were doing to her body not only for this competition, but for the next, and the one after that. One injury could snowball into another, into months of recovery, into retirement.

And I wondered why I felt anxious watching her play.

‘I think adding more work is unnecessary,’ Radley said, ‘But I’m going to start taping it up more securely for additional support before the match. How about your body? Are you suffering from any other aches?’

‘I mean, my entire body,’ Dylan joked. My heart stopped in my chest, a sudden wave of panic crashing into me. ‘My left calf is feeling quite tight though. I think from compensating,’ she added. ‘But it’s nothing I can’t handle.’

A bubble of irritation burst as I snapped. ‘We can’t just handle it. We need to keep you playing in top form. What if it gets worse?’

The annoyance across her face was clear. Dylan gritted her teeth, ‘I’m aware of that.’ She motioned between herself and Radley. ‘This is us taking care of it.’

‘But what if you can’t move properly on the court because of it?’ All I could see was her limping off court. That fall. Her sprain. ‘This could ruin everything for you.’

I could feel myself spiralling, maybe for the first time in front of Dylan. Her frustrated glances and tightly pressed shoulders told me how irritating I was being. But for some reason I continued to worry more.

‘Oliver, calm down.’ Dylan’s voice was a command, no space for question. Her expression was stony, an unrelenting cool rage across her features. ‘I’m not pulling out. I’ve been doing the exercises and I’m ready. You panicking right now is not helpful.’

The room fell into a deadly quiet as Dylan continued to stare me down. I found some reassurance in the control of her voice, like she knew she had a tight leash on this injury. In fact, the only thing I felt like she couldn’t control was me.

It was Radley that broke the tension in the room. ‘We’re taping the ankle for extra support, and I’ve given her stretches to do before and after the match.’ She looked across from Dylan to me, sending me a single confident nod. ‘She’s well prepared.’

I wanted to ask what we would do if the tape wasn’t enough. What if she injured it more seriously?

Radley finished her work, talking to Dylan for the rest of the session as they worked on some exercises together. I was in the bathroom, leaning over the sink as I tried to wash my overheated face with cool water, trying to calm my heart rate down. Dylan appeared in the doorway after Radley had left, leaning against it as her long dark hair slid back from her shoulder.

‘Hey. Are you okay?’

My fingers pressed forward into the marble counter, my head hung as I tried to find the right answer. I could lie, pretend that everything was fine, but I knew she’d see right through me. I could never lie when it came to her. ‘I’m … I don’t know.’

‘You’re the one that convinced me I could do this.’ When she spoke again, her voice was quiet, barely a whisper. ‘And now, I’m not sure if you feel the same way.’

‘No, Dylan.’ My hands found hers, gripping lightly at her forearms, forcing her gaze to lock with mine. ‘I know you can do this.’ I knew I truly believed those words. ‘The difference in your play … you still have the same energy, the same aggression. But there’s confidence in you now. I’m proud of you.’

My gaze fell to the ground as I shook my head, disappointment in myself growing that I’d allowed her to ever think I doubted her. That was the last thing I’d wanted, and I’d still caused this.

‘Then,’ she sucked in a deep breath, ‘what happened out there?’

I let go of her arms, turning to lean against the counter, my legs shaking beneath my weight. ‘I feel like ever since the injury, I’ve lost my nerve. Like every time I’m watching you play, it replays over in my head. Seeing you hit the ground like that … I was afraid I’d let you get badly injured.’

My confession hung between us. She meant too much to me, the feeling of failing her overwhelming.

Dylan sighed heavily, not with anger or frustration, but like she was trying to be as kind to me as she possibly could. ‘Respectfully, Oliver. It was a sprain. You’re acting like I broke my ankle.’

I couldn’t help the bitter laugh that escaped me, my eyes pressed closed. ‘I know, I’m sorry. I’ll do better.’

Dylan’s arms wrapped around my torso, her head resting against my shoulder, and I pressed a soft kiss to the top of her brunette crown. I wanted nothing more than to be exactly what she needed, the coach that could see her through to the final. Never to shake her self-confidence like I just had.

‘The last thing I want is for you to hide how you’re feeling from me,’ she said, her fingers tracing the lines of muscle along my chest. She tilted her head, looking up at me. ‘But I think … I think we need to get better at separating Coach Anderson and Boyfriend Oliver.’

I barely registered what she was saying, the word ringing around my head. ‘Boyfriend?’ I repeated.

She rolled her eyes at me. ‘Do you know a better description for this relationship?’

Happiness broke through my gloom like sunshine through clouds as I asked, ‘You’re okay with that?’ She nodded, and with a bright smile, I asked again, longing to say the words to her, ‘You want to be my girlfriend?’

How did I tell her she was already everything to me?

Dylan laughed, her head going back to my shoulder, my heart swelling at the simple touch, the reassurance that no matter what was going on with my anxiety, she was still in this with me.

‘Why does it make us sound like high-schoolers to have this talk?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know, but I don’t think I mind it that much.’ I leaned my head against hers. Grinning, I repeated the word, ‘Girlfriend.’

Unable to stop myself any longer, I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her up. I lifted her, placing her so she was sat on the counter, her face just a little higher than mine. My lips found hers, loving every inch of her I could get. My fingers found the waistband of her joggers, teasing the edge, feeling the hidden soft skin. I wanted her, always.

I kissed along her jaw, tracing a line down her neck.

‘You’re changing the subject.’ Her voice was tinged with a throaty edge.

‘Yes, I am.’ I moved across her shoulder, enjoying the taste of her. I needed her, wanted to taste all of her, craving the closeness that only skin on skin brought.

‘Oliver.’ I smiled at the sound of my name on her tongue, her tone restrained.

‘Yes?’ I nudged my way to the thin straps of her top, my teeth pulling them down her strong shoulder, enjoying the dip of her bicep.

‘Get my bra strap out of your mouth and look at me,’ she commanded on a laugh. With my own smirk, I looked back at her, my eyes wide and innocent, as if I didn’t have a list of dirty things I wanted to do to her playing in my mind.

‘I meant what I said,’ she pressed, her gaze turning serious. ‘We’ve got two matches left to go. I need my coach to have his head on straight. Can we take it one match at a time?’

I nodded. ‘Yes, I can do that. I want this for you.’

Holding her gaze, I had no doubt that I meant the words, the truth that rang in them. I wanted to be both of these things for her, wanted her to know she could rely on me, whatever she needed. But that didn’t mean I still didn’t feel a twinge of anxiety that I’d lead her to failure, that I’d end up being the thing that ruined all of this for her.

But with my hand on her jaw, her eyes staring into mine, I knew we both wouldn’t allow that to happen. Nothing, not even me, would stand in her way. This was her time. Her shot. Her trophy.

It was long overdue.

This time when I kissed her, she kissed me back passionately, her lips hard against me, her hands pushing under my T-Shirt, up my back. She ran her fingernails up my bare skin, no doubt adding to the red marks she’d left there. I loved how she made me hers, how she would use my body for her own pleasure.

‘So greedy, my little brat,’ I said against her, smiling as I peeled her tank top off, enjoying the view of her in a simple bra, the strap still halfway down her arm.

She was perfect.

Dylan moaned, the noise a symphony in my ears as her body leaned back, her hands behind her, keeping her balance. I undid her bra with ease, wasting no time and taking a breast into my mouth, teasing her nipple. I wanted her to feel how much I wanted her, how much her pleasure was my own, even if I was the one that kept my pants on.

It didn’t take me long before my knees were pressed against the cold tile floor, her naked ass perched at the end of the counter. Her long legs wrapped around my neck in a death grip, keeping me pressed to her centre. My tongue worked hard against her clit, three fingers buried in her perfect cunt, her moaning echoing around the bathroom as a hand dug into my hair, pulling me even closer.

Making Dylan come was a luxury I didn’t know how to live without. And now I knew how good it was, how brilliant being around her was, I didn’t plan on being without it ever again. Whether she knew it or not, I had fallen for her, slowly and effortlessly. I knew now, after months of fighting it, how impossible the draw of her was.

Maybe it was weakness, maybe it was hopeless, but I knew how life felt without her and I wouldn’t go back to that without a fight. I’d lost love before, I’d let it go.

I wouldn’t let that happen with Dylan.


[image: SHOCKER! SCOTTIE SINCLAIR CRASHES OUT!; In the biggest match of the tournament so far, Chloe Murphy has seen off fan favourite Scottie Sinclair.; Sinclair lasted three sets against the young American. Chloe Murphy, who last met Sinclair in London, was relentless, sending Sinclair packing.; Murphy’s been on a hot streak this competition, and it looks like there’s no stopping her. The semi-final clash between Dylan Bailey and Aisha Thompson is on the cards, and with Bailey being the hometown hero, you can bet the crowd will be out in full force. Stay tuned for more drama and upsets!]
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Oliver

You Are in Love – Taylor Swift

‘And keep her off the baseline. She loves it there. She’s a powerful player and she will use that to her advantage,’ I explained, somewhat sure I’d already told Dylan this when we went over Aisha Thompson’s player profile last night, but repeating it in case she’d forgotten.

‘Got it.’ She gave me a quick nod, her expression focused.

We were heading through the back of the arena from Dylan’s private locker room, heading through the warm-up area and towards the tunnel, where the court and cheering crowd awaited.

‘Draw her in, get her frustrated,’ I added, spotting the American in the distance, no doubt her coach going through their own tactics for Dylan. My heart lurched at the sight of her competition: she was tall with long, strong legs, her dark skin contrasting with the neon-orange dress she was wearing. But one look at Dylan and I could read the confidence in her face, her own brunette hair twisted into delicate plaits.

I stopped, not quite ready to close the distance between us and Aisha.

‘I played her in the US Open,’ she said, not looking too irritated by my reminders. ‘She is easily irritated with delays.’

‘Use that,’ I said. ‘But don’t take the piss, you don’t want to cool down too much,’ I quickly added, rethinking my advice, trying to make sure she understood the line she had to walk. And of course she did, she’d been playing competitively for years. She knew her body better than anyone.

But every time I thought I was pushing too hard, worrying too much, she only smiled, nodding as she reminded me, ‘Don’t worry. I can do it.’

‘I know you can.’ I matched her bright, comforting grin. ‘You’ve got this.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, a genuine smile on her lips. My arms practically ached to pull her into my body, but one glance either way of where we were standing reminded me of how many people were around us. I knew how much it meant to her that we didn’t serve as a distraction from the competition.

The drama it could cause if it got out that we were seeing each other while I was her coach – I couldn’t imagine the chaos in the press room. Never mind among the other players.

I shifted uncomfortably, unsure how else to rid my body of this ache for her. ‘Did you check the racket? The grips?’ I asked, my eyes floating from her to her competitor’s team behind us. They were talking to an official, her coach throwing her hands in the air. The room had grown quieter as the competition continued and other players had been eliminated from the competition.

‘The rackets are fine, Oliver,’ Dylan pressed. ‘I’m ready.’

And she really was. She was prepared, and had the knowledge and self-assurance to know she had this, and the plan to guarantee it. But why did my stomach still ache at the sight of her ankle taped up?

I tilted my head, and said, ‘I can’t wait to watch you win.’

Her gaze softened, the dangerous look of the on-court Dylan Bailey melting away to a different woman. Still every inch the woman I adored, but not looking at me like she was about to attack me with her racket.

‘Dinner tonight?’ she asked.

‘Isn’t it a little early to celebrate?’

She rolled her eyes, the delicate curve not slipping from her lips. ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure my coach will make sure I get an early night.’

I laughed, still somehow managing to lose myself in her. ‘Sometimes I’m not sure who is in charge here.’

‘Oh, it’s definitely me,’ she smirked. ‘Were you under the impression that it was you?’

My cheeks burned from a smile that I could not control or fight as I playfully shrugged my shoulders. ‘I mean … yes.’

‘Men, I swear,’ she said. ‘You’re a cute little puppet I pull the strings on with sex and lodgings.’

‘And here I was worried about an abuse of power,’ I muttered under my breath. The inches between us felt as uncomfortable as miles had. Once I got close to Dylan, any distance felt unbearable.

‘Oh baby,’ she crooned, her voice hushed, ‘You were never that worried.’

‘Excuse you, I’ve had many sleepless nights tossing and turning over it.’ She threw her head back in delight, her laughter obnoxiously loud, but I wanted to capture each noise to remember how it sounded, even minutes before one of the biggest matches of her life. I opened my mouth to speak again, only to find myself cut off.

‘Dylan Bailey?’ We both turned, finding an official standing behind us, a clipboard in his hands. I wished I’d paid attention to whatever had been happening with Aisha Thompson’s team.

‘Yes,’ Dylan answered.

The official cleared his throat. ‘Sorry, there’s been a delay with the match.’ He stepped to the side, his arms stretched out to guide us. ‘Can you come with me?’

I pressed ahead of Dylan. ‘Where are we going?’

He held out a calming hand, tucking his clipboard under one arm. ‘I’m with the International Tennis Integrity Agency, we are doing a spot test at the tournament before the semi-finals.’

My anxiety heightened at his words. ‘Is Thompson being tested too?’

Testing was random, sometimes held after matches, but being asked to perform one before a match was something I’d never experienced. And while I knew that Dylan had nothing to worry about, I could still feel my blood pressure rocketing, my palms growing sweaty.

The official nodded. ‘Yes, and we did the same yesterday.’ He stretched his hand out again, looking towards Dylan. ‘Please, if you will.’

I took in the thin line of her lips, her narrowed glance, before she nodded sharply.

‘I’ll go,’ she agreed. ‘But my coach must come with me.’

Like they’d be able to keep me away.

‘Of course,’ the official agreed, looking a little thankful we didn’t have any more arguments.

‘Okay. Fine. Let’s get this over with.’

We were led down a long corridor, heading past the locker rooms and towards a section of the arena that was lined with medical examination rooms for first-aiders and physios.

He stopped at a random room, Aisha Thompson’s own coach standing outside, her expression equally as grim as my own. She rolled her eyes as she looked over at me. Then Aisha appeared in the doorway, and it struck me how young she actually was to get this far in the competition. A semi-finalist at eighteen? This sport was insane.

Both Aisha and her coach moved aside, silently heading back down the corridor, Dylan watching Aisha’s every move, like a hunter stalking its prey. Aisha looked back over her shoulder, a confident, cocky smile on her lips. We were in for some fight on court.

‘You can wait here.’ The attendant looked at me, before pushing on the door. ‘The nurse needs a few minutes to draw some blood.’

I stepped forward again, Dylan standing in place behind me.

‘You said I could stay with her,’ I pressed, my fingers curling into frustrated fists at my side. I couldn’t bear to look at her, terrified that if I saw her face, I’d break and drag her away.

‘Nobody but officials and the player being tested are allowed in the room. This is our new procedure,’ The attendant’s stony expression didn’t change. ‘You can either wait here while we draw blood. Or you can both leave, and forgo the match.’

I opened my mouth again to argue, unwilling to let her go in alone. We were moments from the court, from the deciding match that would see her through to the final.

The final. The words didn’t seem real. She’d come so far, and now with the final in sight, it was hard to let something like this come up and risk it all.

‘It’s fine,’ Dylan said, looking over at me, her expression set. She turned to the official. ‘Let’s get it over with.’

She slid her bag strap from her shoulder, holding it towards me.

I took it, my fist clenching around the strap. ‘I’ll be right out here.’

The door clicked shut behind them, leaving me alone in the hallway. I sank down onto a bench opposite, watching the door like a dog waiting for its master to return.

A shadow moved in the hallway, catching my eye. I looked up, finding a familiar face.

‘Oliver, good to see you.’ Brooke Turner looked down at me, her blonde hair cropped sharply short, her green eyes piercingly cold. She didn’t try to shake my hand, but I didn’t offer up mine either.

‘Brooke,’ I said, keeping my voice controlled as I got up from the bench. And despite my much taller height, she still somehow eclipsed me. ‘It’s been a while. What are you doing here?’

‘I’ve been coaching some players in the doubles matches. They were playing earlier, but of course, I can’t miss this big show.’ Her gaze floated down to the red racket bag I’d left on the bench. ‘I saw you took on a player. That’s a … big job for a first-time coach. Are you sure you’re up to the challenge?’

I hated the way she spoke about Dylan, not even mentioning her name. What had Brooke got to be mad about? She was the one that had burnt her player out, destroying her self-confidence.

‘Dylan can do it,’ I simply said, not wanting to give her any more of my time than she deserved.

‘Although I guess this isn’t the round that is usually the issue,’ she said. ‘It’s always the finals when she fucks it up.’

I stared her down, not showing any reaction to her words. She could say what she wanted, but I wasn’t going to let her talk about Dylan that way.

‘She’s going to win,’ I said, any anxiety I’d had evaporating away, leaving me only with the pure conviction she would lift that trophy.

‘I’ve thought that before,’ she grinned. ‘But she always chokes.’

‘Don’t talk about her like that,’ I snapped, stepping back. I’d heard things about her, from before Dylan. How hard she was, cold and relentless to her players. There were too many out there that took advantage, used too strict methods to drive athletes into greatness. But when that success left those players broken and mentally ill, was it really worth it?

I knew my answer, but that didn’t mean everyone agreed. The things we’d do to our bodies to win, to reach the pinnacle. We’d pick ourselves up after a car crash and go play in a tournament final. No matter how insane.

‘You weren’t ever what she needed,’ I said, still trying to keep a tight leash on my anger, not make a bigger scene than we already were. ‘You gave up on her. But I, I won’t ever do that.’

She shook her head. ‘I didn’t have to, she gave up on herself. You must have watched her before, in finals. Everyone sits there and watches her unravel over the course of three sets.’ She laughed, ‘Frankly it’s embarrassing she’s still trying.’

‘I can’t wait for her to prove you wrong.’ I hissed, bitterness lining every word. ‘Whether it’s with me or not, Dylan is one of the hardest working players I’ve ever seen. She has the inability to stay still, to accept when she’s injured and has to rest. She puts it all out on the court, time and time again.’

‘The other players are afraid, until she reaches the final,’ she sneered. ‘Then, they know they are going to win. Face it, Oliver. She doesn’t have it in her to win. The pressure always gets the better of her.’

I shook my head once, my jaw set. ‘Not this time.’

And I meant it, despite my anxiety over her injuries; I knew that if she didn’t get hurt again, she would claim her trophy. This was her time. She was playing like a champion because I’d helped her believe she could.

All I needed to do was believe I had done everything I possibly could for her.

Brooke’s eyes narrowed as she stepped forward. ‘You know, Oliver … there’s been some rumours. You should be more careful about how you talk about her.’ I pulled back. Her gaze snaked to the door, just as it opened, revealing a confused Dylan. She paused, looking between us as Brooke added, ‘You can pretty much predict how people are going to react when they find out a player and a coach are sleeping together. It’s never pretty to see.’

How obvious had I been? I replayed my words, wondering how she knew. Panicked, I looked straight at Dylan, her features still confused, looking from Brooke to me.

Brooke turned, not saying a single word to Dylan as she looked her up and down, before turning back down the corridor. It wasn’t until she was well out of earshot that Dylan’s attention returned to me.

‘What was that about?’ she whispered, her eyes searching mine for an answer.

‘Nothing,’ I managed, wiping my face with my hand. ‘I don’t even know where she came from. She was talking shit.’

‘About what?’ Dylan pushed, but immediately I knew there was no way I was telling her what Brooke had said, her words still leaving me in a rage. ‘Oliver, does she know?’

I shook my head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ Turning, I grabbed her racket bag from the bench, throwing the strap over my shoulder to get her back to where we were supposed to be.

‘She knows, doesn’t she? What was she saying?’ she pressed again, catching up to me as I began walking towards the court. All I wanted to do was get her out there playing so we could start to prove Brooke wrong.

I swallowed, turning to face her as we walked. ‘She was saying a lot of shit about you. Stuff you have no business hearing because it’s untrue.’

Dylan muttered under her breath, ‘I bet some of it was true.’

I knew why she wanted to keep us a secret. There was nowhere near the amount of recognition for women as there was for men, for the same accomplishment, less funding and historically less prize money, and the way the media portrayed half of them was fucking evil.

Dylan had worked hard her entire career to never be seen to be weak, she had a reputation for strength and for her brutal playing style. I couldn’t blame her for wanting to hold onto that, for not wanting a relationship to stand in the way of her career or accomplishments, and take away everything she’d worked her entire life for.

But at some point, keeping us a secret was going to backfire. And I knew we could either control it, or let it ruin us. And if it was already getting out …

I sighed, pausing in place. I looked at her, taking in her furrowed brow, the mix of emotions making me hate the last twenty minutes even more. This wasn’t how a pre-match was supposed to go.

‘We are too obvious, Dylan. People are going to figure it out.’ I swallowed, a wave of emotion threatening to wipe me out. ‘I … I didn’t have to say anything because she already knew.’

She bit her lip, a hand pressing against her brow. Slowly, and then all at once, I watched Dylan break apart, heavy hot tears rolling down her cheeks, her teeth biting harder into her lip as she struggled to control her emotions, her face betraying everything she was trying to hide.

I scanned the hallway, trying to see how many people were around. Judging it to be too public, I went to the door behind us, a guiding hand on Dylan’s shoulder as I tried the handle. Thankfully the room was unlocked, as I pulled us into a conference room.

Before the door had even closed behind us, I pulled her into my arms, her face pressing against my white T-shirt.

‘I’m sorry,’ she choked through ragged breaths. I almost didn’t know how to react, feeling panicked as I watched her open up like this. It took me a moment to realize, to understand, that this was not weakness from Dylan. It was trust she could show me this side of her. Dylan had many faces: competitor, athlete, daughter, sister, auntie. And I realized, as she sobbed again, no doubt leaving blotches all over my T-shirt, that she had allowed me in, to see all the layers of herself. Even the ones she hid deep down.

Patting her back softly, running my hands across her braids, I said, ‘Just let it out. We have some time.’

‘It’s just … I’m overwhelmed.’ She inhaled deeply, her body rising and falling with the breath as her hands wiped at her face.

‘I’m going to complain,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘They shouldn’t be able to pull you for a test before a semi-final.’

‘It’s not even that I’m worried about the exam,’ she admitted. ‘I have a match to play and I was pulled halfway across the arena to be tested, then there was her and you don’t even need to tell me everything she said.’ Dylan paused, rolling her eyes as she continued, ‘It’s written all over your face. You would suck as a liar.’

The smallest smile dared to turn at the edges of my lips. ‘Gee thanks.’

‘She knows.’ Dylan said the words as if she was stating a fact, and I couldn’t deny it anymore.

‘She knows,’ I repeated, unsure if a weight has been lifted or placed on me with the truth of the matter.

Dylan sighed as her entire body collapsed in on itself. ‘Avery does too.’

‘How?’ I frantically thought back to watching the match with her. She’d seemed reasonably normal, if only a little quiet. ‘When?’

‘After that match,’ she admitted. ‘We had a fight. She said something about selling the story, but I never believed she’d actually go and do it.’

I sighed heavily, realizing where I’d been. The bathroom, having a panic attack when I should’ve been there to protect her. I’d failed her again.

Something in her expression changed. ‘I … I’m sorry.’

‘For what?’

‘For keeping you a secret.’

My hands found hers, eyes searching her face. ‘It doesn’t matter to me.’ She looked back up, her eyes a piercing accusation. Liar they read. I cocked my head, ‘Okay, it matters a little. But only in that we have a better chance of controlling how it’s all perceived if we are the ones who talk about it. We can create the narrative.’

‘The narrative will still be that I’m a slutty tennis player who slept with her coach.’

My heart turned heavy at her words, at her assurance that this would be the story. And could I really argue that we could change the narrative? This was her life, her career. She knew better than I how the world would react when it didn’t matter to me. My career as a tennis pro was over, and let’s face it, I hadn’t made much of it as a coach. I’d taught her exactly what I’d known she needed, put her in contact with the people she needed to help her own anxiety, all the while fuelling my own fear.

Then the answer became clear.

‘Fire me.’

Her eyes grew wide, eyebrows pushing up as her head tilted. ‘What?’

My heart was beating so wildly it felt like it was crashing into my ribcage, but I knew this was the solution. The way out of this mess we were on the precipice of creating. ‘Fire me.’

She took a moment, her mouth opening and closing. She looked away from me, surprise still etched on her face. ‘As my coach or as my boyfriend?’

I couldn’t help the strangled laugh that clambered out of my throat. ‘Coach. I’ve done everything I needed to. I’ve supported you all I can as a coach, and now it’s going to interfere with your career. That’s not a good coach.’

‘You were kind of turning into a hard ass.’

‘You appreciate my hard ass and you know it,’ I smirked, allowing myself to enjoy the lightened moment, the relief at seeing her laugh, however quietly.

Dylan looked around the room as if she was searching for answers. ‘How does this change things?’

‘If we get the story out now, that we aren’t working together anymore, we can get it out before anyone can report that we are dating,’ I explained, hoping she could see what I was trying to do.

Her nose wrinkled as her mouth downturned, clearly unconvinced by my plans.

I continued, desperate to convince her. ‘Then, when it does break, after you win, we can say …’ I licked my lips, buying myself seconds before I let go. ‘We can tell them how … how we became unlikely friends. How we exchanged messages for months, FaceTimed for tennis critiques and watched films together despite being in different cities. And then how I followed you to Australia – and not because I wanted to torture you on the long flight – but because being even further from you made me sick to my stomach. So sick I flew across the world without anywhere to stay and had to trick you into inviting me into your home. How we spent months training together and then when we realized there was something more, we parted ways professionally.’

My mouth ran dry of words, losing my nerve. But one look at her, at her deep eyes drawing me in, and I knew I had to say them. ‘And then I can tell them how I fell in love with you. With your strength and humour and abnormally large DVD collection for the streaming era.’

She laughed once, ‘I still stand by the fact physical copies mean we are the gatekeepers of keeping content alive. If we rely on the internet to remember –’ Dylan glanced at me again, finding my raised eyebrow and stopping in her tracks.

‘And we can tell them nothing happened while we were coaching. It will be their word against ours.’

Dylan took a moment, then with a rare softness, she asked, ‘You love me?’

‘I do,’ I said gently, the feeling too big for my chest. ‘I have for a long time.’ I noticed something in her eyes, an apprehension I immediately couldn’t stand. ‘You don’t have to say –’

‘Of course I love you,’ Dylan said, everything about her soft and vulnerable. I melted against her, unable to control myself.

She loved me. The movement of her lips against mine, a brush of her tongue reminded me of how much I treasured every single moment of our journey here, our friendship; I knew we could survive anything.

‘I don’t want my greatest accomplishment to be erased by our relationship,’ she said, reluctance twisting with every word. ‘I want both of these things to have the attention they deserve.’

‘I know. I understand,’ I said, her words doing nothing to smother the feeling in my heart, instead only growing it. She could tell me how she felt, even if she knew or thought it would hurt me.

For a while, I’d wondered if I’d ever feel like this again, the hurt too raw from my last relationship. But her decisiveness, her blunt and honest personality had shown me that while she might seem pig-headed and arrogant, these were qualities I’d admired in her. Trusted her because of them.

‘Can we wait until after the final?’ she asked. ‘To tell them.’

I smirked, correcting, ‘After you win?’

She nodded. ‘We tell them no matter what happens.’

I lifted my hand, placing my palm against her soft cheek. Every inch of her skin was soft and perfect. ‘You’re going to win. I’d bet on it.’

She laughed softly, chuckling. ‘Don’t though. That’s inside betting.’

‘I promise, I mean it only in spirit.’ I winked. ‘But seriously, I can’t wait to see you stand on that court, with the trophy in your hands. Your hometown match.’

‘You’re going to have to stop. You’ll inflate my ego too much.’

‘Be confident, Dylan. It’s all you need,’ I said, watching the change in her demeanour. From teary eyed, to now, her shoulders drawn back. ‘Now … are you ready?’

‘Yes.’ She sucked in a deep breath, the last remainder of any emotion disappearing. Dylan looked me straight in the eyes. ‘Oliver Anderson. You are fired.’


[image: DYLAN BAILEY THROUGH TO AUSTRALIA FINAL; Today, Aussie Dylan Bailey secured her place in Saturday’s final against American Chloe Murphy. Until this year, Chloe hadn’t managed to get past the first round at any grand slam and now she’s reached two hard court finals in four months, after claiming the US Open.; Despite Dylan being the hometown favourite, it is Chloe who is the favourite to take the trophy this year, especially after it was announced Dylan would be splitting with her coach, Oliver Anderson. No reason was given at the time for the split, but the news came as no shock to Bailey’s critics as she has been through a number of coaches in the last few years.]
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Dylan

Call It What You Want – Taylor Swift

‘Well congratulations on your run here,’ Rachel Kendrick said flatly from the opposite side of the couch, her phone set to record every word. ‘It’s been an interesting battle.’

I swallowed, keeping my eyes on her. It was the day before the final. I’d already posed for a few magazines, done some social media work for the competition, and now I’d been cornered by ol’ snake eyes Rachel of the Daily Tea.

Last time I’d been in a room alone with her, I’d had a panic attack. This time, I would not allow that to happen.

‘Thank you?’ I replied, my voice uncertain if that had really been a compliment or not.

‘Especially after the ups and downs you’ve experienced this year. Consecutive losses at both Wimbledon and the US Open, even going as far as to announce a retirement before, of course, dramatically changing your mind.’ She listed everything easily, every one of my failures from last year. But I had put them to rest, I’d proven that I’d needed rest, to recalibrate. I could come back and still reach that final.

‘I needed a break.’

‘Like I said, dramatic. And now you’ve come back, your hometown match. Is this one last shot at a title or a return to the sport?’ Rachel asked.

‘I think it’s a different way of playing. I’ve been focusing on my mentality, on improving how I feel during matches to make sure I’m staying as mentally well as I should be.’

‘Do you think it was the pressure at this level that you couldn’t handle?’

A few months ago, that question would have felt like an insult. Today, I was prepared.

‘Maybe, yes,’ I admitted casually. All those nights before finals when I’d been restless, coming onto court the next day bone tired, my head anywhere but in the game. The pressure had threatened to crush me. Continuing, I said with a faint smile, thinking only of Oliver, ‘But I’ve been working on new ways to handle that pressure.’

‘The pressure of winning?’

‘Yes,’ I nodded, ‘but also changing my goal.’

‘I asked you that before.’

‘Yes, you did.’ Again, I thought back to that last interview we had. She’d asked for my goal, and I’d been my usual self.

‘You said you wanted to win,’ she summarized. ‘If that’s changed, what is it you’re here for?’

I adjusted in my seat, swallowing as her previous words repeated themselves in my mind. They were hard to forget. ‘You told me I’d had plenty of chances at the top? That my potential was unfulfilled without a trophy.’

‘Isn’t it?’ A brutal question from a brutal woman, which again would have stung before. But I had Oliver’s reassurance, his words and actions, and the knowledge that no matter what, I was enough.

‘No,’ I said. ‘My aim is to always be competitive. If that means second place, I’m going to accept that, knowing I did my best, and I’m going to be proud of that.’ Her eyebrows pushed higher, her tiny brain probably exploding as I continued. ‘I’ve been taking my time, I’ve been resting. If I play less, I’ll burn out less, and I’ll be more competitive. And maybe I will win. Maybe I won’t.’ I shrugged, ‘If I still have the record for most grand slam finals achieved, without being able to claim that top prize, then at least I’m still in the fucking running.’

There was a long silence, Rachel stared at me like I’d lost my goddamn mind. And maybe I had. Falling in love had a way of doing that to a person. But I felt more like the pieces of me were put back together, not only by Oliver, but by coming home, by being with the family I’d missed, by realising who actually had my back, and by being myself, for letting myself accept that defeat didn’t have to be second place. Or third. Defeat was only when you accepted it.

‘So, you’re satisfied now? With being runner-up?’ she asked.

I took a moment to think on my answer, the instinct to immediately respond forcing me to bite my tongue. I was almost sick of having to clarify, defend my mindset. As if burning myself, body and mind, to the ground was the only way to compete.

‘Nobody is ever satisfied with being the runner-up. I wouldn’t be an athlete if I was simply happy with second place. But …’ I trailed off, trying to find the right words. ‘I’m simply unwilling to be disappointed any more with second place.’

Her eyes narrowed, ‘And has this anything to do with your coach from the last few months?’

‘Former coach.’

Rachel nodded. ‘Yes, I understand you’ve split ways right before the final. Rather unusual, isn’t it?’

‘Not given my track record.’

She looked at me plainly. ‘And your plan is to what? Burn through coaches? This is four in the last year alone.’

‘Sometimes it’s not a good fit. Sometimes I simply learn all I can from them. I’ve been playing this sport for a very long time.’

‘Which is it?’ she asked. ‘The reason for splitting with Oliver Anderson? Was he not a good fit? Or did you learn all you could?’

I swallowed, feeling on edge, unsure if she was hunting for something specific, that piece of information that could confirm any rumours, if Avery and Brooke hadn’t kept their mouths shut.

‘We were great friends,’ I said, the answer rehearsed. ‘It didn’t make for a good fit as player and coach. But Oliver is wonderful to work with; any other player would be lucky to have him.’

‘I see.’

Her answer was simple, but that didn’t mean I was any less anxious about it, the fear of what she might know, might be leaving unsaid, unsettling my stomach. Rachel opened her mouth to say something else, and the sense of foreboding only grew, the air turning the room hot and overbearing.

‘You know,’ she started. ‘There have been some ru—’

She was cut off by a knock at the door, opening to reveal an official media assistant, the one coordinating all of the interviews and photography for the day.

‘Sorry to interrupt, but Dylan has another appointment to run to.’

Relief washed over me at her words, not questioning the fact I was sure Rachel was supposed to have another ten minutes.

‘It’s been a pleasure,’ I grinned, unable to hold back my joy at escaping her.

‘As always,’ Rachel forced through gritted teeth.

I followed the assistant out, heading into the busy hallway and over towards another room. Taking a deep breath, I readied myself to face another journalist.

What I didn’t expect was Oliver, smiling brightly, reclining back in a chair.

The door had barely closed behind me before I exploded, ‘What are you doing here? What happened to lying low?’

‘Don’t worry, I’m just taking up your break,’ he explained. ‘That and I paid the attendant to get you out of there quicker. Figured the less time with Rachel the better.’

I didn’t hesitate to pull him in for a kiss. ‘You are a genius.’ Collapsing into the chair next to him, I noticed the food on the table. ‘Is this for me?’

‘I thought you’d need lunch,’ he said, leaning forward to eat some teriyaki chicken from the shop we’d discovered round the corner from our hotel.

‘See, this is why I love you.’ I grabbed a fork, feeling half-starved.

‘And here I thought it was because of my perfect ass.’

I shovelled a forkful of rice into my mouth. ‘That too.’

Oliver paused midway through bites. ‘I was thinking, are you more of an action movie girl or would you …’ He trailed off, pausing for dramatic effect as he pulled two DVDs out of his bag.

My eyes narrowed on him. ‘Was this your plan all along? Feed me, seduce me and force me to finish the Twilight series?’

‘Can you believe they were on sale?’ He waved the two Breaking Dawn DVDs at me, his smile somehow growing brighter. ‘I think if we start early and order room service, we can get both parts in before lights out.’

I shook my head, swallowing some more food. ‘Aren’t you supposed to offer to distract me from the pressure with sex?’

‘That is still of course very much on the table. But I thought we could also watch a film.’

‘Or two,’ I corrected.

‘Round up the series and everything,’ he said, before taking another bite of his lunch. I rolled my eyes at him, but I didn’t bother to argue, knowing Oliver too well to accept my fate. ‘How are you feeling about it? I know you’ve said the night before can be a challenge for you.’

‘I’m feeling okay. I’m not panicking and that’s a good start.’

‘Good.’ His head tilted forward. ‘And you don’t have to worry, I’ll make sure you don’t have nightmares about the CGI baby.’

‘CGI baby?’

‘That’s all in part two,’ He picked up the second DVD, turning it to look at the back. I could’ve sworn his skin had turned a shade paler. ‘Honestly, she’s quite chilling.’

‘Well, thanks for those spoilers.’

‘It’s more of a content warning,’ he mumbled, poking at his food again. ‘I’m looking forward to tomorrow.’

My hand lowered, my attention on Oliver, taking in his ruffled brown hair. ‘Yeah?’

‘I love watching you play,’ he admitted. ‘Love watching you win even more. And after everything Chloe did this past year. What she said after China, how she took out Inés and Scottie. I can’t wait to see what you can do.’

Shaking my head, I dared to ask. ‘And if she eats me up too?’

I allowed myself to consider my own question, to follow down that path of anxiety. What if all of this work, all of Oliver’s time, had been for nothing. The injuries, the time spent getting better, all that damn journaling. What if, after all of that, I still lost?

I held my breath as I waited for him to answer, but Oliver just gently raised his shoulders in a shrug.

‘Then I’ll take you out back, we can destroy a few rackets together, and come back stronger next year.’ His hand slid across the table, the top of his knuckles brushing against mine. ‘But I know she won’t, Dylan. You’ve got this.’

The knot of anxiety untangled itself, smoothing out as I took in his smile, his confidence in me oozing out of every part of him. He believed in me, he always had. Even when I’d given up on myself, Oliver had been there to pick me up every time. My hand uncurled, taking his into mine. It didn’t matter in the end, if I lost.

He would always be there to get me back on my feet, put a racket in my hand and keep me trying again.
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Dylan

The Alchemy – Taylor Swift

Bailey vs Murphy

Rod Laver Arena

The buzz of the crowd was electric, the noise echoing around the arena as we walked from the tunnel, out onto the blue hard court. I’d played here before, but every time I was left awestruck by the size and intensity of it. The home crowd did not disappoint with their support, even a quick glance had my eye finding a dozen Australian flags.

They were here for me. To watch me win this.

My eyes found my box. My parents, even my sisters were sitting there, cheering me on. I remembered the empty box in London, and again, in New York and how goddamn lonely I had felt standing in the middle of the court. How tired and exhausted.

Compared to the girl I’d been then, I felt like an entirely different player.

Oliver was sitting beside them, his eyes on me. His hand raised, his lips moving to mouth three simple words. I didn’t need to hear them to know what he said.

I love you.

I took in a deep breath, knowing that I was ready to be brave. He was important to me, and maybe … maybe I didn’t mind who saw it, who knew.

I mouthed those three words back to him, knowing that there was more than likely a camera tracking my every moment. Maybe they’d assume I was saying it back to my parents, maybe they wouldn’t even care. All that mattered to me was Oliver, and the smile that grew across his lips.

Setting up my bag and pulling out my racket, my attention turned to the blonde sitting down the sideline from me.

Chloe Murphy. She’d destroyed me before, in the China Open. And now, she was the player that put both of my friends out of the competition. I inspected the grip of my racket, making sure it was perfect, the strings tensioned. She looked relaxed, almost slumped in her chair like she was at the goddamn beach.

I took a quick drink from the isotonic pouch, trying to get myself ready and focused. We’d spent the last few days preparing for this match, studying Chloe’s play and tactics, breaking down her strengths, figuring out the best way to beat her.

A voice over the tannoy broke out around the arena, a regular announcement but it brought my attention down the court, back to where Chloe was sitting, her glare boring into the side of me. She didn’t look away either. My hand clenched into a fist, a quiet fury overtaking me. If she wanted to play games then she was in luck, because the match was about to begin.

The coin toss went my way, and I chose to serve first. I wanted her to know I wasn’t fucking scared of her.

The ball hit the ground in open space. She returned in my direction, and my easy backhand sent it flying over the net. She grunted as she returned, but her effort wasn’t enough, and it bounced into the net.

My point. The crowd cheered, almost drowning out the call from the umpire. And I smiled triumphantly as the score board updated.

15–0

Let the match fucking begin.

I took the first set, but not without Chloe almost meeting me point for point. Now onto the second set. She was winning but I’d fought my way up from two games down. She was doing everything she could to win the match. She broke my fucking serve, spiked the ball, challenged at every point she could. Chloe was relentless and vicious … and honestly so much goddamn fun to play against.

During the breaks, Chloe was no longer sitting back relaxed in her chair; she was slumping forward, towel over her neck as she drank from her water bottle. Better yet, her inexperience at this level was beginning to show. She’d had a great run, amazing even. But I was here to end her. Every time I felt that prick of anxiety, I let it go. Imagined it on a leaf or a boat or a goddamn shoreline and let the bitch of a tide take her away.

5–5. We were tied in the second set. Two more to go. Two more and I’ve won.

My serve. I dropped the ball, hitting it against the ground and my racket, trying to decide how I was going to play this. Allowing myself another moment, I looked up, finding him. The love of my life. Oliver was watching me like a hawk, his head held in his hands, leaning forward, his stress clear from here. I laughed, determined that I was going to show him I could do this, what he had given me.

I quickly served, and we fell into an easy volley, both of us battling it out across the court. Each pop of the racket felt like a heartbeat. She chased down every ball, even ones I was sure were too far from her. It seemed she was intent on taking every single point. She fired across the court, and caught off guard, I lobbed it back over, pushing it too high and far. The ball hit out, and I handed her an easy point.

0–15. Okay, she can have that one. I’ll recover.

My serve, two bounces, and deep breath. I missed, the umpire calling the shot out. Second serve, and this time I hit it wide in the box. Chloe had to move far and wide to return, but she managed. She started to run back to cover the open ground as I hit. Seeing the opportunity, I kept my aim to the right to thread the needle, she stumbled slightly, and … my point.

15–15

Let’s fucking go. The match continued, each of us taking our chances. She was clearly tired, struggling in this second set but she was still incredible. A formidable opponent. I needed to be better than her. She called every shot she could, and when the hawk eye came out with the ball being in by mere millimetres, her effort was rewarded with another point. Bringing us equal.

30–30

I served again. She hit like it was her dying breath. But I won again, bringing me closer. I was close, too close to give up now.

40–30

I tried to focus on my heartbeat, my sweaty fingers re-adjusting on the grip of my racket. Panicking, I inspected the handle, expecting to see it cracking, falling apart all over again. But I found nothing but perfectly wrapped tape. Taking a moment, I self-soothed, doing a quick rebalancing exercise.

This grip was the first thing I learned in tennis. Mentally, I went through the list of basics. It was all practically muscle memory at this point, but here, in the final, being intentional allowed me to ground myself again. Find my way back through my anxiety and bring my head back to this court.

I remembered the second thing: where to stand. I found the baseline, placing myself behind it. Knees bent, weight on balls of the feet. I was ready, the basics all ticked off.

I served, hitting hard, this one a rocket as it flew over the net. She hit, I returned, praying that Chloe would fall or miss. But she disappointed me, and sent it back over into open court. I made the return, spiking it over the net to make sure she couldn’t fucking make another shot. But in my desperation, I misstepped, my leg rolling over my ankle.

6–5. I was ahead, but my injury was burning like a brand up my leg, making it hard to even make it to the sidelines. I collapsed into the chair.

‘I’m sorry, I need to call a timeout, I cannot play. I need the physio now,’ I said to the umpire, nodding, waving to the support staff behind the scenes as I slumped into my chair, my hands going to my tender ankle.

I had three minutes to recover as the trainer came out. I explained the problem to her as Chloe came into view. She stood at the net as I tried to discuss the problem with the trainer, but all I could hear was her loud American accent, her words cutting through the noise of the crowd as she shouted at the umpire.

‘She is faking it, you know that.’ Chloe pointed over at me. I tried to focus on what the trainer was saying, instructing me to lie on my back so we could elevate and ice my injury.

I was forced to lie there and listen as she continued to rant at the umpire. ‘I played her in Beijing and she pulled this stunt there too.’

I winced at her words, the reminder of my stupidity at that match. Chloe had said some things to the press after the match, unhappy that I’d collapsed on court. No wonder she thought this was the same. The trainer began to unwrap my ankle, preparing it for a new, stronger tape.

‘What are the rules? She can do this whenever she wants. But she’s lying, and we all know it.’

I closed my eyes and tried to shut her out, instead focusing on the ice pack on my ankle, taking in her words. The umpire was too softly spoken for me to hear her replies, and I was almost sure that Chloe was raising her grating voice to make sure I could hear her. She thought I was playing mind games, so she’s playing them right back.

‘But are you taking into consideration she’s looked fine playing this long? Almost an hour? And now she has this injury?’

I had to bite my tongue, the crowd around us beginning to boo at Chloe’s insistence. I dared to look at her and found her looking right back at me, a sneer on her lips. She looked pissed off.

‘I’m not sitting down. I’m not waiting around for her. I’m here to play.’

Chloe paced up and down the net like a wild animal waiting for its prey to come out of hiding, ready to eat me up and spit me back out. She was pissed, and I was already injured. We finished up, my ankle already feeling slightly better after the short rest and I slowly made my way to my side of the court, trying to get my ankle used to my weight.

I didn’t dare look up at the box, avoided seeing the worried look on Oliver’s face. The fear of letting myself unravel if I did, all the while sitting helplessly on the sidelines, was too much. Instead, I needed to get back on the court as quickly as possible, finish this. If I won this next game, I’d win the match. But I already knew she was ready to fight me for it, tooth and nail. I’d known coming out here that she’d give it her all. I could no longer underestimate the player she was.

She’d draw blood if it meant a win.

Her serve. She hit low, the ball nearly crashing into my feet as I swooped to return, tapping it straight back over. It was no struggle for her to meet me in the open court, her backswing now powerful and refreshed. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. We rallied, exchanging blows of the ball. She swung, aiming it into open court but I was ready, returning as quickly as I could, ignoring the burning pain in my leg. My heartbeat was cool and calm, my nerves under control. But I hit the shot too hard, and it landed out. Her point.

15–0

She won again. 30–0

I swallowed down the pain in my leg, pushed it away and remembered to breathe. There was more to me than this court, than this victory. There was a Dylan who watched films. A Dylan learning to cook. A Dylan who wanted to actually see the cities she visited. A sister. A daughter.

I was more than the person I was on this court. Win or lose.

30–15

I took the point.

40–15

One more and it would be hers. I walked off as the court moved around me, the ball people running in perfectly rehearsed synchrony around the court. My eyes caught on Oliver’s, my breath hitching in my chest.

He looked worried. But when didn’t he?

I pushed it away, resetting myself. She still had far to go. And even then, there was a tie break.

I had this.

She served again, taking her time to bounce the ball against the hard court, no doubt trying to knock me from my rhythm. The shot went straight over, and we hit back and forth. She returned, my eyes assessing in the fraction of a second I had to make the decision. I let the ball fly past me, only to be rewarded with the familiar shout: ‘OUT’.

40–30

Let’s go.

She served again, and this time, she managed to catch me at the net, coming close to volley it over. I reacted in time, using my control over my body and racket to bring it back. She returned from the baseline, and this time I didn’t swing, the ball out, and the point mine.

40–40

My heart felt like it was going to burst out of my chest, but I used every last bit of remaining strength to keep myself calm and level.

40–AD.

One more, and it was over. One more … and it was mine.

I looked to the box, seeing my family, my boyfriend, took in the crowd around the arena, cheering for me. Closing my eyes, I remembered that first night, months ago, Oliver’s voice replaying in my mind.

‘You’re closer than you know, Dylan. You’ve gotta keep your head on straight.’

Chloe got into position, her expression conveying nothing but determination and grit. She had it, whatever it took to make it into one of the greats, and I had absolutely no doubt that I’d meet her on the court again.

She served high and fast. I pulled my racket back, returning with a backhand, aiming into open court. This was the game that would determine the winner. If we went into a third set, she’d surely walk away with it. There was no way she was letting that second chance slip from her. But this match, it was mine.

She hit it back over the net, a blistering speed as she clung to victory, a desperate attempt to win it from me. Cutting her off, I met the ball at the net, smashing it over with an overhead swing. I sent it short, landing down the middle of the court.

Chloe watched it fly out of bounds, for once helpless. I fell to my knees, my racket thrown to the side, the crowd already on their feet cheering so loudly I could barely hear the umpire announcing the words I had waited my entire life to hear.

‘Game, set, match – Bailey. 2 sets to love.’

Tears rolled down my face as I struggled to comprehend what I had done. A look at the box confirmed what I knew. My family, standing, cheering, congratulating each other. Oliver’s eyes on me, the biggest, proudest smile on his lips as he cheered and hollered.

I had done it, finally, exactly where I needed to be. Home.

Meeting Chloe at the net, I was barely able to keep my legs underneath me. She looked as unhappy as she did when I had to stop the match.

‘Good match, you played well,’ I congratulated, shaking her hand.

She shook her head, her palm meeting mine nonetheless. She covered her mouth to stop anyone from picking up what she was saying. ‘That was some shit you pulled. I hope it was worth it.’

Chloe moved to leave, but I didn’t let go of her hand, glaring down at her. I remembered this moment, I’d done that before. I’d been cold hearted instead of congratulating my opponent, and now I knew where that had led me.

Softening my gaze, I spoke again, not bothering to cover my mouth. ‘I look forward to meeting you here again. You’ve got a good career ahead of you.’

Her gaze only sharpened, her eyes rolling as she dragged her hand from mine. I let her go, knowing there was nothing else I needed to do.

Instead, my attention turned to the umpire, shaking their hand, before going back to the crowd and my family, taking in everything I had waited so long for. I’d won the Australian Open. And I knew exactly who to thank. He was always there, standing with his prideful gaze, and I realized I couldn’t love anyone as much as I did him. Willing to hide everything away for me, willing to step aside to allow me to shine.

Without thinking, I headed straight to the side of the court, finding the steps and, using my height to my advantage, pulled myself up and over the wall.

On the other side, I found my parents and sisters screaming with excitement, surrounding me in a massive full body hug as they crowded around me, some crying, some still shouting congratulations.

Then, I was free to turn to Oliver, the cheeky Brit grinning at me. He opened his mouth to congratulate me, but I didn’t even wait, my sweaty body crashing into his. Oliver laughed and wrapped his arms around me.

‘I knew you could do it,’ he said, both of our bodies shaking together. ‘I told you.’

When I pulled back to look at him, I couldn’t help but smile, tears still rolling down my cheeks. ‘I guess I have a trophy to return to you.’

He shook his head; the journey that had led us here and taken me to him in such clear view. ‘We can keep them together on that shelf of yours, make it ours, yeah?’

‘Absolutely,’ I agreed. Then, in full view of the world, I kissed him, making sure everyone knew he was mine.

And I was never giving him up.


[image: HOMETOWN GLORY BAILEY TAKES MELBOURNE!; In a jaw-dropping end to a record-breaking journey, Dylan Bailey has clinched the women’s singles title at the Melbourne Open, snatching victory from American favourite Chloe Murphy.; But the drama didn’t end on the court! In a steamy championship climb, Bailey locked lips with none other than former coach and player Oliver Anderson. The pair had recently split professionally, sparking a flurry of questions post-match.; When grilled about their romantic relationship, she snapped, ‘I won the Australian Open and you are asking me who I’m [expletive] dating? Are you people ever happy? If you think I’m answering, you can get [expletive].’; What’s next for Bailey and Anderson? Only time will tell in this sizzling saga!]
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Dylan

Ribs – Lorde

Oliver sat back in his seat, as he swirled $350-worth of whisky in his glass. He raised it up to the light, squinting.

‘It’s got good legs, this one,’ he remarked.

I laughed bitterly. ‘I’d hope it has fantastic legs, for the price of it.’

We were sat in one of the nicest bars in Melbourne, Oliver claiming his side bet. I thought back to the trophy, tucked away in my hotel room. It still didn’t feel real.

‘We agreed on a drink. We did not agree on the price,’ he reminded.

I rolled my eyes, still recovering from the horror when the bartender had told me the price of the drink. And to think, Oliver had tried to order a double! ‘Thank god I didn’t agree to a bar tab.’

‘I would’ve been fair then. I’ve always been a porn star martini kind of guy,’ Oliver said, ‘But you said one drink.’

I laughed a little at the information. He was definitely a fruity cocktail person. I could just see him with a tiny umbrella tucked behind his ear.

‘So, you asked the bartender for the most expensive drink.’

A wide, cheeky smile stretched across his lips. ‘I did indeed.’

‘Do you even like whisky?’ I asked.

He shook his head, expression bitter. ‘Not neat.’ I let out a noise of disapproval, but somehow it got worse. ‘But I thought your head would explode if I asked him to mix it with coke or ginger ale.’

‘It’s twenty-five years old!’ I cried. ‘You can’t mix it!’

He waved a hand at me. ‘I know. But it would taste so good.’

I shook my head at him, taking my own drink, a simple gin and tonic, in my hand, lifting it midway between us to toast. ‘Cheers to you, for winning our bet.’

He shook his head, ‘Cheers to you,’ he said, a smile so soft it caused an ache in my heart. ‘You did it.’

Hearing those three words felt like exhaling a heavy breath, a weight falling from my shoulders.

I did it.

Every sour word that had been spoken about me, every nickname, every article highlighting how I couldn’t win and would never. I’d proven them wrong. And I knew without Oliver, without his help and the comfort he radiated, I wouldn’t have made it this far. We were a team, even if he wasn’t my coach anymore, and I wanted him by my side.

Our glasses met with a clink. ‘To us,’ I said.

Just as I took my own sip, Oliver spat his out, choking on the liquid.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked, unable to stop myself from laughing.

‘My throat is on fire,’ he croaked, grabbing a glass of table water and downing it.

I chuckled, sliding my gin towards him, taking the whisky.

‘We can swap,’ I said. Like I’d let this go to waste.

He nodded, his face still red. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of him. This was the man I wanted to spend my life with. Supportive, loving Oliver. My best friend, and the person who would always have my back.

Oliver pulled himself together enough to take a drink of the gin and tonic, relief clear across his face as he took a long sip. ‘That’s much better.’

I tilted the whisky in the glass. ‘I don’t think it’s so bad.’

A goofy look appeared across his face. I could almost see the cartoon love hearts in his eyes.

‘You’ve always been the stronger of the two of us.’

My eyebrows pushed up. ‘Really? That’s what you thought with all my crying and breaking down on court?’

‘Always, Dylan. Through everything,’ he said. ‘Your strength is what I fell in love with first. Your ten-acity. Every time you get knocked down, you get back up again. Sometimes it takes you a few weeks, sometimes you have to rest first. But strength isn’t just jumping back into battle. It’s knowing when to rest, it’s letting yourself cry and feel your emotions and knowing that you’ll come back from it.’

My hand slid across the table, meeting his and wrapping around his fingers. Squeezing tightly, I kept my eyes trained on him. For so long, I’d felt hopeless and alone. So homesick and untethered. I thought back to that night, in New York, the party where we’d met, the street I’d chased him down.

And now, with Oliver by my side, I knew I’d never feel alone again, that homesickness cured. Because wherever I was with him was home, the warmth of his arms, the comfort of his smile, the press of his kiss.

‘I love you,’ I said, the words never feeling so easy.

His hand squeezed mine. ‘I love you too, brat.’

Home was where my heart was; and my heart was with Oliver.
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Epilogue

Oliver

Anti Hero – Taylor Swift

‘Please welcome to the dancefloor for their first dance, the bride and groom!’

The crowd around us burst into celebration as our friends appeared at the doorway of the grand ballroom, the room filled with delighted guests. Dylan, to my left, wolf whistled as Scottie passed us, her blue eyes narrowing playfully over at us. The bride was dressed in what I was sure was something vintage and couture, hand in hand with Nico who looked adoringly at his new wife, his eyes never leaving her.

I suspected they never would again.

A song started playing, a soft piano ballad as the happy couple swept onto the ballroom floor, holding each other close as we all watched them take their first dance.

‘Cute, isn’t it?’ I nudged Dylan slightly, catching the crinkle of a smile on her lips.

The curve flattened, her arms crossing against the red silk bridesmaid dress she wore. ‘A little cheesy if you ask me.’

‘What’s a wedding without a little cheese?’ I smirked, this time nudging my hip into her side, enjoying every moment of contact I could get. We’d both spent the night apart, her being a bridesmaid for Scottie, and me a groomsman for Nico. I was still making up for lost time.

‘Bearable,’ she answered, sounding a little grumpy, but she’d spent half the day with a smile spread across those perfect lips, running around Scottie and making sure her dress was always perfect, her glass always full. How they’d grown together as friends always made me laugh, never being able to place the old Dylan Nico had once warned me about.

‘You can’t tell me you haven’t enjoyed today,’ I argued.

She hummed to herself, looking back at Scottie and Nico. ‘It’s been …’

‘Romantic?’ I suggested.

‘Expensive.’

I laughed to myself, shaking my head at her answer, partially thankful we had moved to the back of the crowd where we couldn’t offend anyone. Dylan’s gaze searched the vast luxurious ballroom, every inch of it decorated beautifully.

‘A three-day retreat in the Scottish wilderness?’ she stressed. ‘Our gift bags rival the shit they give out at the Oscars.’

I grinned over at her. ‘We are an hour outside of Inverness. I’m not sure if this counts as wilderness.’

The wedding had been held at Scottie’s mum’s family estate; the land had apparently been in her family for generations. But after the house fell to ruin, the Sinclairs had moved down to the south, and Scottie’s mother, Kit, had taken it upon herself a decade ago to restore the near literal castle to its former glory.

Dylan looked unconvinced, a hand on her hip. ‘I’m not sure. Kit was talking about taking us fishing tomorrow. This is as wild as I’m willing to get.’

‘Can everyone please grab a loved one and join the bride and groom on the dancefloor,’ the words boomed over the music, and the crowd around us moved swiftly, each of them pairing up and heading straight for the dancefloor.

I expected a fight from Dylan. But instead, she surprised me, her hands slipped into mine, pulling our bodies against each other, and I couldn’t help the reminder of why I loved her, the feeling like a warm ache in my heart.

After a trip back to the UK, to introduce Dylan to my family and ship over the rest of my things, we’d returned to Australia, her house slowly becoming ours as we unpacked her things, with mine.

A spare bed had been built in the guest room, but apart from the occasional guest, it remained untouched. Then we’d travelled, taking our time across the country, before trekking across Asia, enjoying being away from the court.

When she felt ready, she’d rejoined the tournaments, entering competitions where I could support her. With Dylan, even hotels felt like home.

I’d been working as a commentator, enjoying the ability to still be a part of the sport even if it was from the box. I sat out her matches, instead watching from the stands as a fan. They’d let me commentate one, but apparently my bias was a little too obvious.

‘So, this isn’t your style?’ I asked, an eyebrow pushed up.

‘Not exactly.’ We stayed together, moving slowly in the crowd, my hands pressing against bare soft skin. A small smile crept onto her lips, as she winked, ‘The bride’s night was my kind of thing though.’

All the guests had been sworn to secrecy about the trip, each of them giggling to each other, whispering as they discussed the details too scandalous for their partners.

‘Do I want to know?’ I mumbled, knowing I’d never find out.

She only raised an eyebrow, ‘Dare I ask about Nico’s bucks’ night?’

‘Nico was asleep by ten!’ I smirked, remembering the trip we all took to Miami. ‘I mean we also all decided to go to bed. But we drew penises on his face before we did.’

‘Sounds like Nico.’ She laughed, the sound never growing old, always sounding perfect. ‘Today has been nice,’ she admitted. ‘But I don’t think a big thing like this is something I’d want.’

‘No?’ I tilted my head. She took a moment, her gaze taking in the large crowd. There had been people flying in from all corners of the world for the big day. It was like a goddamn tennis reunion around here. There wasn’t a Wimbledon winner alive who wasn’t here.

‘More like …’ she looked back at me, ‘What about back home, on the beach. Our families, some friends.’

‘We could have the reception in the yard,’ I suggested, the image playing perfectly in my head. Dylan, dressed probably in any colour other than white, her brunette hair down, blowing in the wind.

Both of us, standing on the quiet beach just outside Melbourne, the one where I’d got down on one knee.

‘Exactly,’ she lit up at the idea. I couldn’t help leaning close, her perfume filling the air as I pressed my lips to hers. She smelt like home.

I rested my head against her forehead. The music changed around us, but we kept dancing, kept swaying. ‘That sounds perfect.’

‘Yeah?’ Her expression turned slightly worried. ‘I’d have thought you’d want something like … this.’ Dylan motioned around the busy ballroom. ‘Something big. Every single person you’ve ever met in your life all gathered in one room.’

How did I tell her she was all I wanted?

‘I want what you want,’ I said, ‘and not just because it’s what you’ve asked for, but because it sounds perfect to me.’

Her lips found mine again, this time pulling me in deeper.

‘Get a room, you two.’ I heard the words, turning on instinct to find Inés grinning from the other side of the dancefloor, her arms wrapped around her own date.

Dylan just pulled away, sticking her middle finger up at her friend, before kissing me again, not caring at all about who saw. I was hers, and everyone knew it.

The cold wind blew hard across the tennis court, the grey sky unwilling to allow any sunshine in.

‘I thought it was supposed to be summer,’ Dylan mumbled beside me, her body almost shivering.

I spotted Nico and Scottie talking on the other side of the court. I turned a hand out flat, palm towards the sky. Did I just feel rain? ‘Apparently this is it.’

‘I can’t believe you’ve dragged us into playing doubles tennis with you again,’ Dylan shouted across the court, the two other players turning towards her.

We’d won the first game, but with every muscle already aching in my painfully hung-over body, I wasn’t sure how I’d gone from a breakfast buffet and a bloody Mary station to a tennis court to play mixed doubles tennis the morning after their wedding. This was supposed to be a relaxing holiday.

Dylan crossed her arms, speaking loud enough for our opposition to hear, ‘I’m telling you it’s like foreplay to these people.’

‘It is not,’ Nico shouted.

At the same time, Scottie also replied, ‘I mean … kinda.’

Dylan smirked. ‘Told you.’

I shook my head, not sure how to process what I was being forced to experience.

‘Just serve already!’ Scottie shouted back, softly hitting a ball over to land inches away from Dylan’s feet.

‘Yeah, what are you? Scared?’ Nico shouted.

Dylan scrambled, grabbing the ball before it got away from her. Then with a playful scowl, she stuck her tongue out towards our competitors before turning to me, throwing the ball over. ‘Give them hell, Anderson!’

‘Sure thing, boss,’ I smirked over at her, catching it against my chest. Dylan grinned cockily back at me as we passed each other, getting into position. She ahead and to the left, my feet finding the serving line.

Scottie and Nico did the same across the court, and my gaze turned back to my girl, who was now in position, ready for the game to begin.

Carefully, I served, throwing the ball high in the air, my racket striking and sending it across the court to where Nico lay in wait. The battle commenced as the shot landed near Dylan and she grunted, sending it back over the net.

We continued like that, running all over the court to keep up with the Wimbledon-winning couple. Mixed doubles was their speciality, but I had Dylan on my side, her fight relentless, her ability sharp no matter the odds.

I understood Scottie and Nico’s love for playing together, not only for the teamwork but for the opportunity to work with the person I loved and admired more than anyone in the world. A chance to see her strength up front, and for once, not be on the receiving end of her competitiveness.

And I knew with certainty that it was us against the world. That she would always have my back, and I would always support her. No matter where it took us. However many miles from family, across whichever continent, from our home. We would do it together.

And as she spiked the ball high over the net, flying past our opponents, Dylan grinned back at me, a devilish look that I swore I would never tire of.

30–Love
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For whatever purpose it may serve to the dear reader, this author wishes to inform you that explicit content can be found in the following chapters:

	Chapter 10 (at the end)

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 40 (at the end)
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DISAPPOINTMENT DYLAN
REUNITES WITH COACH
BROOKE TURNER: CAN SHE
TURN THE TIDE OF DEFEAT?

Aussie tennis ace Dylan Bailey is back
in the game with her old coach,
Brooke Turner! Bailey, notorious for
choking in finals, has fans buzzing as
she teams up again with the no-
nonsense Turner. Their split two
years ago after a Wimbledon
wipeout had tongues wagging with
rumours of off-court clashes.

Now, with Bailey’s career at a
crossroads, can Turner whip her into
shape and turn those final losses into
wins? The court’s buzzing, and all
eyes are on this fiery reunion!
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SHOCKER! SCOTTIE

SINCLAIR CRASHES OUT!

In the biggest match of the
tournament so far, Chloe Murphy has
seen off fan favourite Scottie
Sinclair.

Sinclair lasted three sets against |
the young American. Chloe Murphy,
who last met Sinclair in London, was
relentless, send- ing Sinclair packing.

Murphy’s been on a hot streak this
competition, and it looks like there’s
no stopping her. The semi-final clash
between Dylan Bailey and Aisha
Thompson is on the cards, and with
Bailey being the hometown hero, you
can bet the crowd will be out in full
force. Stay tuned for more drama
and upsets!
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HOMETOWN

GLORY

BAILEY TAKES MELBOURNE!
In a jaw-dropping end to a
record-breaking journey, Dylan
Bailey has clinched the
women’s singles title at the
Melbourne Open, snatching
victory from American
favourite Chloe Murphy.

But the drama didn’t end on
the court! In a steamy cham-
pionship climb, Bailey locked
lips with none other than
former coach and player Oliver
Anderson. The pair had
recently split professionally,
sparking a flurry of questions
post-match.

When grilled about their
romantic relationship, she
snapped, ‘I won the Australian
Open and you are asking me
who I’'m [expletive] dating? Are
you people ever happy? If you
think I’'m answering, you can
get [expletive].’

What’s next for Bailey and
Anderson? Only time will tell
in this sizzling saga!
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BACK ON THE COURT:
DYLAN BAILEY ANNOUNCES
NEW COACH

In a stunning twist following the
dramatic US Open final, Aussie
sensation Dylan Bailey has shocked
the tennis world by teaming up with
none other than legendary player
Oliver Anderson.

Bailey, who recently made waves
with her retirement announcement,
is reportedly back in action, training
vigor- ously at her home base in
Melbourne. Rumours swirl as fans
wonder: Is this comeback for real?
Will Bailey and Anderson’s
partnership reignite her career?

Stay tuned as we uncover more
about this unexpected turn of events
in the thrilling saga of Dylan Bailey!

ALSO: GAME, SET, LOVE! Sinclair
and Kotas announce shock
engagement! Read more here!
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AUSSIE DISAPPOINTMENT
DYLAN BAILEY ANNOUNCES
SHOCKING RETIREMENT

In a move that’s left the tennis world buzzing, Australian star
Dylan Bailey has announced her sudden retirement. The con-
troversial player, known for her dramatic on-court antics and for
never being able to close out a final, dropped the bombshell
days after her infamous collapse at the China Open final.

Bailey, who secretly played through fractured ribs after a car
crash, faced criticism for turning the match into a spectacle. Her |
dramatic exit from the court, followed by a hospital dash, had
fans divided. Some praised her grit, while others accused her of
seeking attention.

Posting on Instagram, Bailey announced she had decided to
hang up her racket for good. ‘It’s time to step away and focus on |
my health and future,” she said in a statement that raised more
qguestions than answers. Critics wonder if the retirement is a
strategic move to avoid further scrutiny or simply another twist
in Bailey’s tumultuous career.

Bailey’s retirement marks the end of an era filled with highs,
lows, and on-court drama. Love her or hate her, Dylan Bailey has
left an indelible mark on the sport, ensuring she won’t be
forgotten anytime soon.
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BAILEY AND MURPHY
STRIKE BIG DOWN UNDER

STORY BY Rachel Kenrick

Things are surely heating up at
Melbourne’s Australian Open, with players
Dylan Bailey and Chloe Murphy making
real stand-out performances on the
court. Both have been dominating, with
Murphy knocking out fan favourite Inés
Costa in the first round in brutal fashion.

In today’s quarter-final Bailey took the
match from China’s Liang Wei in two sets,
while Murphy will be continuing her
pursuit of victory, after impressing
against Nomi De Rosa in the fourth round
with her aggressive style and powerful
shots. Murphy used up all her calls during
the match, before forcing De Rosa from
the competition.

Bailey, known for her ferocity on court,
has come into her home slam with a
calmer head, bringing a new level of
strategy to her matches. ‘I'm taking it one
match at a time,” Bailey said in a post-
match interview. ‘'m pleased with my
performance today, but there’s still a long
way to go.’

NEXT UP: Chloe Murphy vs Scottie
Sinclair in the Quarter-finals!
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DYLAN BAILEY THROUGH
TO AUSTRALIA FINAL

Today, Aussie Dylan Bailey secured
her place in Saturday’s final against
American Chloe Murphy. Until this
year, Chloe hadn’t Managed to get
past the first round at any grand
slam and now she’s reached two
hard court finals in four months,
after claiming the US Open.

Despite Dylan being the hometown
favourite, it js Chloe who is the
favourite to take the trophy this year,
especially after it was announced
Dylan would be splitting with her
coach, Oliver Anderson. No reason
was given at the time for the split,
but the news came as no shock to
Bailey’s critics as she has been
through a number of coaches in the
last few years.
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DISAPPOINTMENT AS DYLAN BAILEY
CRASHES OUT OF US OPEN FINAL

In a riveting showdown at Arthur
Ashe Stadium, American ace
Jasmine Carter sent Australian
sensation Dylan Bailey packing in
only two sets.

Bailey, who’s recently found
herself entangled in some juicy
off-court drama involving tennis
icon Matteo Rossi and his
daughter Scottie Sinclair, seemed
sluggish™  and™ OLIENSRGHRE. i
throughout the match, failing to
mount any significant chal- lenge
against Carter’s overall style of
play.

The disappointing defeat has
ignited speculation about Bai-
ley’s performance trajectory in
recent times. While she’s been a
force to be reckoned with in
competitions, her inability to
clinch victory in the final stages
raises eyebrows and leaves fans
questioning her mettle on the
biggest stages of the sport.
STORY BY Rachel Kenrick
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‘NO SLAMS BAILEY’ US OPEN
FALLOUT: TEARS, TANTRUMS, AND
TACTICAL TRAINING

STORY BY Rachel Kenrick

: : -
In a sensational sit-down that left tongues

wagging, tennis titan Dylan Bailey spilled the tea
on her Grand Slam woes. As she settled into the
hot seat, Bailey opened up about the tactical
adjustments she’s made in the wake of her
recent defeat. ‘I've been concentrating on my |
game play. I've been working with a brand-new
team to figure out what’s going on.’

It was when we probed into her relationship
with her coach, Brooke, that the real drama
unfolded. Rumours of a rift between the two had
been swirling for years. ‘Sometimes things can
get heated,” she admitted. But according to
reports, heated is an understatement, with
witnesses recounting an object being thrown at
her former coach. Only time will tell how round
two will go.

But the real bombshell dropped when
confronted with a startling statistic: her Grand
Slam record. Dylan’s dubious honour of holding
the record for most Grand Slam finals with- out
clinching the top prize. Her reaction? No
comment.

With the Australian Open looming large on the
horizon, all eyes are on Dylan as she battles to
silence her critics. Stay tuned for more juicy
updates because when it comes to drama on
and off the court, Dylan serves up an ace every
time!





OEBPS/image_rsrc5M0.jpg
‘NO-SLAMS BAILEY’
COLLAPSES IN CHINA
OPEN FINAL AFTER
CAR CRASH STUNT!

STORY BY Rachel Kenrick
Controversial Aussie tennis star

Dylan Bailey is back in the headlines
after a dramatic collapse during the
China Open final against rising star
Chloe Murphy.

Despite two fractured ribs from a
car crash, Bailey insisted on playing,
turning the final into a spectacle of
agony and drama. The crowd
watched as she grimaced through
every serve and stroke, only to
inevitably collapse in a heap on the
court. She was whisked away to the
hospital, leaving everyone in
stunned silence.

Murphy, who kept her cool to
clinch her fikst  title’ graciotsly
praised Bailey’s effort, but the tennis
world is divided. While some fans
have shown support, others are
sceptical of Bailey’s dramatic flair.
Was it genuine grit or another
attention-seeking stunt from the
Aussie diva?
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