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One
Delilah Day stood alone in her flat, looking through a cracked window. She barely saw the street below in her haze. She was fucking furious. Sad, also. But angry in the main. She’d been sacked.
Not even sacked with dignity. Not even given the courtesy of a tearful death scene or a big weepy farewell. No, she left offscreen, written out in a line of dialogue tossed casually across the pub set.
‘Cheryl’s left to be a singer on a cruise line?! Who’s gonna make my gin and tonic the way I like it now?’
And that was it. Three years of turning up at 5 a.m. for makeup, standing under boiling studio lights, and they’d chucked her away like dogshit scooped off the pavement.
Delilah had played Cheryl bloody Andrews—barmaid and part-time yoga teacher in the town of Meadow Vale—with everything she had. It wasn’t Chekhov, but she’d given her soul to that role. Found little flickers of humanity in the cheap melodrama. And now her character was erased. Delilah felt erased with her.
Delilah pressed her forehead to the cool glass of the window, glaring down at the blur of pedestrians below. The city didn’t care that she was unemployed. The producers of Meadow Vale certainly didn’t care that she’d just lost the only steady job she’d ever had.
And her agent, Ashley? She had cheerily said, ‘Well, that’s soaps for you. On to the next.’
On to what? She’d barely had time for auditions with her schedule; nothing was waiting for her. It was time to accept the truth. She couldn’t do this anymore. It was probably time to bow out with as much dignity as she could muster.
She sighed and moved to the mirror to do it one last time. She wasn’t even sure why she was doing it at all.
‘Thank you, Academy,’ she murmured into the stillness, drawing herself up, hand pressed against her chest like she was clutching a statuette. ‘I am so honoured and completely overwhelmed. This is for my mum, who didn’t really believe in me but did drive me to drama lessons with only moderate swearing at traffic. And to my father, who also didn’t believe in me, but was very polite about it, just frowning a little whenever I said the word “acting.” And to my teachers, who spent years encouraging me to think of a Plan B, but whom I ignored because I knew better. And finally, to everyone out there who thinks they can’t make it, keep going. Even when it’s insane to do so. Because dreams have to come true for someone,’ she said, her voice cracking on the last word.
She’d practised a much more earnest version of this speech a hundred times, back when she thought all the failed auditions were just stepping stones. Back when she believed she was meant for more.
Halcyon bloody days.
Delilah moved closer to the mirror, studying the face looking back at her. The smooth skin framed by loose waves of auburn hair, the bright green eyes that sometimes shone with determination but mostly doubt.
She only saw the almosts of herself. She was pretty, not quite beautiful. Bright, not quite clever. Charming, but ultimately, forgettable. She should do what Cheryl did and get a job on a cruise line. If they’d have her.
She was halfway through a dramatic, over-the-top bow when a sharp knock sounded at the door. She jumped, clutching her pearls, deciding quickly that she wasn’t answering. She was too busy wallowing.
A second knock, firmer this time, followed. Delilah tutted. ‘Can’t even be left to mourn your dreams in peace,’ she muttered, padding over, peeking through the peephole.
It was Ashley. Her cheeks flushed, hair tousled as if she’d just dashed through rain or rushed up several flights of stairs. Her agent was practically buzzing with energy. Or was it cocaine?
Delilah opened the door. ‘Ashley, what on earth!’
Ashley barged in without waiting and clasped Delilah’s hands between hers. ‘I’ve been calling you. Why the fuck aren’t you picking up!’
‘Because I don’t want to talk to anyone. No offence. I just need some time to plan what the rest of my miserable—’
‘Delilah,’ Ashley broke in breathlessly, ‘you are not going to believe this.’
Delilah arched an eyebrow. ‘Did you drop your keys down the drain again?’
Ashley grinned like a child on Christmas morning. ‘You got the part.’
Delilah blinked. ‘What part. That cereal ad?’
Ashley laughed. ‘Fuck the cereal ad. You got the big one.’
Delilah laughed bitterly. ‘That’s not funny, Ashley.’
Ashley was offended. ‘I wouldn’t joke, Delilah. You got it. The Tamsin Rowe Biopic.’
Delilah still wasn’t ready to believe it. ‘I would never get that. It’s a lead role. I don’t even know why I auditioned.’
Ashley sighed, exasperated. ‘Delilah! YOU GOT IT! You are Tamsin Rowe. Your big break is here! They don’t care about your tiny IMDb list; they’re willing to take a chance on you because you knocked their socks off in that audition. Oh, and of course, you’re cheap as chips and the budget is, well, a bit tinpot. But it’s a lead. And it’s a biopic. Those always get attention.’
Delilah sank onto the couch, the news hitting her in waves. She’d wanted a role like this for years. Could it actually, at her lowest moment, be happening?
Her smile trembled. ‘Are you serious?’
Ashley’s grin suddenly looked a little tight. ‘Yes.’ Then she gave an embarrassed little laugh. ‘But here’s the thing. And this is no big deal, I’m sure you’ll agree.’
Oh, here it was. The caveat. The sting in the tail. The twist.
‘I might have bent the truth a little,’ Ashley said.
Delilah’s brow furrowed. ‘About what?’
Ashley’s eyes twinkled mischievously. ‘Well, they called me last week, wanting some more info about you. About your tennis skills.’
‘I don’t have any,’ Delilah said.
She’d literally never picked up a racket in her life. She was more of a yoga girl. But she hadn’t worried too much about that when she auditioned. It was strictly an emotional scene. No balls involved. And considering it was the longest of shots, she hadn’t given any thought to not being able to play for shit.
‘I told them you’d played throughout your life.’
Delilah stared at her agent, horrified. ‘You what?’
Ashley shrugged, like it was nothing. ‘Started at six, numerous summer camps. On the doubles team at uni.’
Delilah pressed her palms into her eyes. She had to physically stop herself from laughing at the absurdity.
Ashley softened then, her voice losing its glib edge. ‘Look, Del… they were circling other names. Names with bigger résumés. If I’d just told them the truth, they might have moved right on. I had to make them picture you in the part. Something to give you that bit of extra sell. That’s why I lied. Because if anyone deserves this role, it’s you.’
‘More than someone who’s ever picked up a racket?’ Delilah demanded.
Ashley waved a dismissive hand. ‘It’s OK. You’ve got six weeks to look like you belong on the court. That’s when rehearsals start.’
Six weeks to look like a lifelong player? Starting from zero?
She’d had about twenty seconds to enjoy this news before it became a problem. Typical.
‘How the hell am I going to do that? Do you understand the position you’ve put me in here?!’
Ashley smiled, calmness itself. ‘I’m in the process of getting you a coach. And I’ll pay for it. In six weeks, you’ll thank me for this fib.’
Ashley was already on her phone, thumbs flying over the screen.
‘You’ve got me a coach?’ Delilah asked hopefully.
‘I’m getting one. I know a woman who knows a guy who can recommend someone. It’s just the slightest bit tricky because we’re in the middle of tennis season and the top coaches are all booked up with pros. But fear not! We’re going to pull this off. I swear.’
‘Christ, Ashley,’ Delilah groaned. She would have killed Ashley if she weren’t the fine thread keeping her career dangling.
Ashley laughed, chipper as ever. ‘Honestly, this friend of a friend knows someone who really is a get. If we can get them. Which I’m sure we will.’
Delilah sighed and waited and hoped. It was all she could do.



Two
The air on Court Three of the Riverside Tennis Club smelled like melting tarmac and suncream. Cassie Thorne adjusted her cap, pulling the brim down to shield her eyes, and watched Nigel prepare to serve once again.
Nigel’s salmon shorts and polo shirt were soaked with sweat, the damp patches forming a butterfly-shaped blotch across his back. He was only five minutes in and already gasping from the sheer effort of bending to pick up a stray ball.
He tossed the ball up with the enthusiasm of someone throwing confetti at a wedding and swung. The racket whiffed entirely, and the ball thudded weakly to the ground. Nigel stumbled forward, then grinned sheepishly.
‘Getting closer!’ he puffed, chest rising and falling like he’d just run a marathon.
Cassie bit back the truth—that he was actually regressing—but gave a gentle lob of a ball in his direction.
‘Again,’ she said.
He nodded solemnly, shuffling into position with no form whatsoever, despite Cassie’s efforts. He missed again and dashed after the ball like an overexcited spaniel, slipping slightly but recovering with a triumphant smile.
Cassie sighed and wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. Her elbow throbbed, a dull, persistent ache she’d learned to live with.
Nigel returned, out of breath but still beaming, and she forced a polite smile. She just wanted this to be over so she could rub diclofenac into her elbow.
When Nigel’s hour was finally up, Cassie slung her bag over her shoulder. ‘Good effort, Nigel,’ she said, heading to the clubhouse, not looking at him.
‘Thanks!’ he responded enthusiastically, eager to think he’d been complimented.
The clubhouse was all polished wood, chandeliers, and velvet armchairs—the kind of place designed more to impress than a serious place to play tennis. The courts outside were secondary. Nice to look at, sure, but most members preferred gossiping on the terrace with a cocktail in hand. The club existed for its pedigree, the social currency that came with membership, not really for anyone’s backhand.
She headed to the showers, dumped her bag, and got to work on her elbow. When the meds kicked in and the burning sensation had begun to fade, she took a quick, too-hot shower.
When she got out, someone was waiting for her. Anthea, the club manager.
Cassie hated dealing with Anthea. She always seemed so bloody scared of Cassie. Cassie didn’t really like dealing with people like that. Then again, dealing with people in general wasn’t her idea of a good time.
‘Hi, Cassie. How’s the coaching going?’ Anthea asked.
Cassie thought ‘coaching’ was rather a grand word for it, but she said, ‘Fine,’ as she changed while Anthea turned away nervously. But Cassie wasn’t standing in a towel while Anthea worked her nerve up to say whatever the hell it was that she’d come to say.
‘Cassie,’ came Anthea’s bright, breathless voice. ‘I’ve got a favour to ask. A gig. Potentially.’
‘Right,’ Cassie encouraged.
‘Oh good… so a board member got in touch. Needs a favour. A friend of theirs represents an actress who’s landed a role as a tennis player, Tamsin Rowe? You know her, right?’
It took all the will Cassie had not to reply with incredible sarcasm to that very stupid question about tennis legend Tamsin Rowe. ‘Yes. I know Tamsin Rowe,’ she said evenly.
‘Good. Well, this actress, Delilah Day is her name; she needs to be ready for rehearsal in six weeks. Daily practice at double your current rate. Can you fit her in?’
Cassie processed. The money would be helpful. The aggravation, less so. An actress? It sounded worse than the many Nigels she already trained. People with absolutely no desire to be any good at tennis, only choosing tennis as something a little more elite than the gym to stop themselves from having a heart attack from their high-stress, well-paid jobs.
But an actress didn’t even want that. She merely wanted to look good whilst pretending to play tennis, right? Dreadful.
Cassie glanced down at her racket bag as she finished getting dressed. It still carried the crumpled tag from her last Grand Slam. She should get rid of that. She would… soon. Any day now.
She rubbed her temples. ‘No,’ she told Anthea simply.
Anthea looked frightened. ‘I could probably squeeze them for triple your fee. They’re pretty desperate.’
‘Just what I love to hear.’
‘I mean, they needed someone good, and most coaches are rather busy with… Anyway, it’s an hour a day for a few weeks. What’s the harm? Plus, the board member might not like it if… you know…’ she trailed off, not quite able to bring herself to finish her threat.
‘Fine. Let me think about it,’ Cassie told Anthea.
‘I will need an answer quite soon,’ Anthea said, backing out of the room with an arse-licking grin.
But Cassie already knew what the answer was. She needed this place, and the clients it brought her.
Still, she didn’t like being threatened. She toyed with the idea of telling Anthea to shove the actress into a dark orifice. 
Cassie finished packing up her stuff and opened her calendar app. Four more lessons this week. Maybe a fifth if Trish managed to get herself a new nanny after the last one fled. She certainly had the space.
Then she checked her banking app and looked at the number in her current account. It wasn’t the kind of number that allowed you to say no to shitty opportunities with facile actresses.
She texted Anthea an incredibly reluctant Fine.



Three
The video had barely 2,500 views. Its title, blunt and unpunctuated, read: ‘cassie thorne absolute beast mode 2015.’
Cassie Thorne, at twenty-ish, was a steam engine in shorts, broad-shouldered and sturdy. Her coal-black hair was pulled back tightly, a single braid swinging with each powerful swing of the racket. She wore a faint scowl permanently etched above sharp, watchful dark blue eyes. Every swing made Delilah flinch before the ball even left the racket.
‘Christ,’ she muttered, eyes glued to the screen, ‘what’s she going to do to me?’
She closed the laptop with a soft click and dropped her head back against the pillows. She had to remind herself that she wasn’t fragile. She’d done laundry detergent pod commercials at dawn, delivered lines to empty rooms for industrial training videos, worked unpaid background gigs in period dramas, and spent hours rehearsing for theatre auditions that led nowhere. She’d stood outside in all weathers, tireless and chipper and prepared.
So six weeks of tennis wouldn’t kill her. In theory. But could she really thrive under the tutelage of an Amazon warrior with a face like thunder?
She called her agent for the third time that morning. ‘Ashley?’
Ashley sounded distracted. ‘What now?’
‘She really never smiles.’
There was a pause.
‘You mean Cassie Thorne?’
‘Mm.’
‘Even in the thumbnails, she looks murderous.’
Ashley laughed. ‘I didn’t hire her to tell you jokes. I hired her to make you a tennis player. As far as anyone knows.’
‘But she scares me,’ Delilah admitted.
‘She’s the real deal. And you don’t have time to shop around. You need to look like you’ve been training your whole life. She scares you? Good. You need scaring. It’s great motivation.’
‘Great,’ she said flatly. ‘Can’t wait to be emotionally abused into athleticism.’
‘You’ll love her,’ Ashley said a little too quickly. ‘Or you’ll be too exhausted to notice you hate her. Either way.’
Delilah lay back down, phone still in hand. She opened Instagram and typed in ‘Cassie Thorne.’
Nothing. Not a single post. No blue check. No grid, no stories, no highlight reels of morning smoothies and protein partnerships.
She tried Twitter. Same result. She just wanted one little thing that would make her feel like Cassie Thorne was a human being. But no. Cassie Thorne was a mystery. A terrifying puzzle.
A notification popped up on her phone. REHEARSAL SCHEDULE FINAL.
It should have been a big moment for her. To open that sheet and see her name at the top of the call sheet. If the date wasn’t right next to it. Six weeks. Forty-two days to figure out how to play a globally famous tennis player.
Delilah stared at the ceiling.
Six weeks.
She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead, wondering if it was too late to back out of all of this and get a job at Tesco.



Four
Cassie manoeuvred her battered Corsa into the narrow parking spot beside the Riverside Tennis Club, filled with dread.
She had spent all weekend picturing the woman she’d be coaching today: some flouncy, entitled actress with perfect hair, designer sunglasses, and an opinion on everything. Cassie had never met Delilah Day, but she already hated her.
The key scraped as she turned off the engine, and just as she reached to open the door, a sudden thud rattled against the side of her car.
‘What the hell?’ Cassie barked, yanking the door open.
There, beside a car somehow shittier than Cassie’s, stood a tiny, wide-eyed woman of about thirty. Her hands flailed as if she could somehow patch the dent with sheer panic.
‘Oh! I—I didn’t mean to—I can fix it! I can pay! I’m so sorry!’
‘You bumped my car?’ Cassie snapped. She’d shown up here already angry, and this wasn’t helping. ‘You could have parked anywhere else. The place is half empty. Why would you get so close? Where the hell is your spatial awareness?’
The woman looked around, as if noticing the plethora of options for the first time. ‘Jesus, how did I… You’re right. I’m so sorry, Miss Thorne.’
Cassie blinked at her own name.
‘Delilah?’ Cassie said slowly, realisation dawning.
The woman’s jaw tightened in a nervous smile. ‘Yes. I’m Delilah Day.’
Cassie’s irritation turned to astonishment. She was supposed to survive six weeks of training a pampered diva. Instead, Delilah Day was a walking apology note. Which might actually be worse. A selfish arsehole was something to push against. What the hell was Cassie gonna do with this?
‘Can I get your insurance details?’ Delilah asked.
Cassie shook her head. ‘The car’s a piece of shit anyway. One bump isn’t gonna do much. Forget it.’
Delilah was wordlessly grateful.
‘Come on, let’s get cracking, shall we?’ Cassie said.
Delilah’s lips curled into a small, tight smile, but her eyes stayed sharp, wary. ‘Sure. Lead the way, Miss Thorne.’
Cassie forced a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. ‘It’s Cassie.’



Five
Delilah sank onto the cold metal bench, the fabric of her tracksuit scratching at her skin.
She stared down at her phone, her thumb hovering over the screen as the echo of the car park argument throbbed in her mind. Cassie Thorne—the grumpy, rage-filled coach—had already shouted at her. They weren’t even on the court yet. This didn’t bode well.
Delilah’s fingers moved almost of their own accord, dialled Ashley’s number. The line clicked through, and when she answered, Delilah didn’t fuck around.
‘Ashley, I don’t think I can do this,’ she said, her voice tremulous. ‘Cassie… she’s a terror. We had a little incident in the car park, and the vibe is already poison. The way she yelled at me… I mean, I get that people lose their tempers, but she was so angry. It’s like she hates me already, and we haven’t even started training. How is she gonna react when she sees me try to play tennis?!’
There was a brief pause, the faint sound of typing on the other end. Then Ashley sighed. ‘Delilah, I know it’s rough, but you have to remember why you’re doing this. You’re a good actress about to get her shot. We’ve come a long way, and we’re so close. Cassie’s going to take you the last few steps, OK?’
Delilah shifted on the bench, biting the inside of her cheek. ‘How am I supposed to learn from someone who’s already pissed off at me? I’m going to be fumbling and failing every step of the way.’
Ashley made her voice gentler. ‘You’re not a wimp, Delilah. You’ve dealt with plenty of egos in your time. Jesus, you worked on a soap. You can handle her.’
Delilah closed her eyes, hating that Ashley was right. There was no way around it. No shortcuts. Delilah had to do this. She hadn’t really called Ashley to drop out. She’d called her to be talked back in.
‘Alright,’ she said finally, voice steadier now. ‘I’ll start the session. But if it gets unbearable, I’m calling you again. And you will pick up and you will listen to me moan, right?’
‘You’ve got my word,’ Ashley replied. ‘But I think you’re stronger than you realise.’
Delilah tucked her phone into a locker and headed to her doom, aka court three.
As she headed for the court, the distant thwack of tennis balls echoed in the air, sharp and rhythmic and entirely alien. But this had to become a world she could live in if she wanted to get her break at long last. She was so close…
Cassie Thorne was the only person standing between her and the role she desperately wanted. And, of course, herself.



Six
Cassie sat on the wooden bench beside the courts. She cradled her racket loosely in one hand, the worn grip rough against her fingers, her mind looping over the spat in the car park.
She’d gone too far. No two ways about it. Yelling like that at someone who, frankly, hadn’t done anything wrong—just a small bump on a car—had been shitty enough on its own. But who the bumper had turned out to be was the icing on the cake.
Should she say sorry? Or should she just grit her teeth and move on? Pretend the whole thing never happened?
Her thoughts broke when the door to the changing rooms creaked open, and Delilah appeared, hesitating in the doorway. Small and vulnerable in her oversized tracksuit, with wide, expressive eyes, a smattering of freckles across her nose, and soft, chestnut hair tucked into a half-up ponytail, she looked like a mouse waiting to get eaten by a vicious cat. And Cassie was the cat. 
‘I’m sorry again,’ Delilah said quietly, eyes flickering up to meet hers. ‘About the car. I shouldn’t have left it so close.’
The apology made Cassie feel even more like an arsehole.
Cassie forced a tight, awkward smile, the edges of her mouth twitching. ‘It’s alright,’ she said gruffly. ‘Hard to say whose fault it was, anyway.’ She slapped her knees lightly and stood. ‘Come on, let’s get going.’
It was a dreadful start.



Seven
Cassie paced in front of Delilah, watching every twitch of her body like a hawk. ‘Right,’ she said, ‘now that you’ve got the grip and stance sorted, it’s time to get a feel for the swing.’
Delilah’s stomach was still in knots. She did not have ‘the grip and stance sorted.’
‘Start slow,’ Cassie instructed. ‘Just bring the racket back like this.’ She demonstrated a smooth, controlled backswing. ‘No rush. You’re not trying to win Wimbledon today. All we’re doing is starting, OK?’
Delilah nodded, but she didn’t feel Cassie’s words at all. She was struggling to quiet an inner monologue that wasn’t being very kind. But she tried, copying the motion hesitantly, the racket cutting through the air awkwardly, her muscles tense and uncertain.
‘OK, now bring it forward,’ Cassie said. ‘Like you’re hitting a ball. But without the ball first. Just the motion.’
Delilah exhaled sharply, trying to push aside the doubt and the embarrassment, and swung the racket forward. The motion felt beyond clumsy.
Cassie’s face didn’t change, and she didn’t say anything, but Delilah knew she must have been appalled. ‘Again,’ she said. ‘Slow and controlled.’
Delilah repeated the swing, slower this time, not adjusting to the awkward weight of the racket. She felt like she was swinging a dead cat.
Cassie stepped forward, holding a tennis ball now. ‘Alright. I’m going to toss the ball gently. Just try to meet it with the racket. No pressure, yeah?’
Delilah nodded, swallowing hard. She raised the racket, breath caught and waited for Cassie’s toss, the moment she’d been dreading and waiting for all morning.
Cassie’s toss was gentle, almost casual, but to Delilah it felt like a cannonball aimed straight at her. The ball arced through the air, bright and round.
Her hands shook as she lifted the racket, muscles stiff and uncooperative. Time seemed to stretch and slow, the world narrowing to that small, flying ball and her awkward, uncertain movement.
She swung.



Eight
An hour in, and Delilah still hadn’t made proper contact with the ball. Not once. Not even a glancing hit. She should have connected by accident at least a dozen times by now.
Cassie folded her arms, her jaw tight. She’d seen bad beginners before, but this was something else. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this shocked by someone’s complete lack of coordination.
She’d tried to keep things encouraging and low-pressure in her words, but it wasn’t doing anything. Delilah was the worst player Cassie had seen in all her life.
‘Look, try just watching the ball and letting your racquet meet it, like you’re catching it instead of hitting it,’ Cassie suggested, holding the ball in a gentle underarm.
Just at that moment, in the next court where some teenagers were playing, a laugh rang out. It could have been about anything at all. But it was Delilah’s last straw.
She fell out of pose, her body going slack, her shoulders beginning to shake. Tears spilt down her face as she turned and strode off the court, her racket dangling uselessly at her side.
‘Fuck this!’ she muttered.
Cassie stood frozen, caught off guard. She let Delilah walk away. After all, what could she do to help at this point?



Nine
Delilah sat motionless in the driver’s seat, her hand still curled loosely around the key in the ignition. The engine wasn’t on. She couldn’t bear noise yet.
She pressed her forehead against the steering wheel and exhaled long and slow. Then she reached blindly for her phone, found her agent’s name, and hit call.
‘Delilah?’ Ashley said. ‘You should still be in the session—’
‘I was awful,’ Delilah said flatly. ‘I didn’t hit a single ball. Not even one.’
‘It’s a first lesson—’
‘I looked ridiculous. There were children there. Literal children. Laughing at me. I can’t—’ She clenched her jaw. ‘I can’t do this, Ashley. I’m pulling out.’
There was a beat of silence on the other end. Then: ‘Delilah, no. Don’t do this. It’s one lesson. This role is yours—’
‘I’m not her,’ Delilah said. She stared out at the mostly empty car park, the flat glare of the afternoon sun bleaching everything grey. ‘I’m not graceful, I’m not athletic, and I’m not going to humiliate myself in front of a film crew while I flail around in a pleated skirt. Tell them to recast it. I’m going to call Royal Caribbean Cruises. Maybe they’ll let me be one of those people in the costumes. I can cry inside a giant duck.’
‘What?’ Ashley said after a confused pause.
The passenger door opened.
Delilah jumped so violently that she nearly dropped the phone. Cassie slid in beside her like it was the most natural thing in the world, folding her long legs into the cramped space with barely a glance at her.
‘Ashley,’ Delilah said faintly, ‘I have to call you back.’
She hung up without waiting for a reply. Cassie reached across and buckled her seatbelt, then settled back with a soft, satisfied sigh.
‘What are you doing?’ Delilah managed.
Cassie turned her head, her expression maddeningly unreadable. ‘Thought I’d catch a lift.’
Delilah stared at her. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
Cassie didn’t look away. ‘We going, then?’



Ten
Cassie had come very close to letting Delilah go. Inches from it. Millimetres.
She’d seen enough dramatic exits to know when one might actually stick. And the moment Delilah stalked off, she knew this wasn’t a tantrum. It was a breaking point. She need never have talked to Delilah again, and she couldn’t be blamed for it by the club manager or whatever board member had pressed her into this.
But she’d caught something in that look as Delilah fled. Shame.
She grabbed her jacket and jogged after her, heart pounding. This was a terrible idea. She wasn’t Delilah’s friend or her therapist.
Cassie spotted her in the car park, hunched over in the front seat of her car, crying into a phone.
It pulled at something in her. And she got in the car.
Delilah was thrown, putting it lightly. ‘Do you really want a lift?’ she asked.
Cassie, of course, did not need a lift. Her own car was right next to Delilah’s. ‘Look, we probably should have had this talk before, but how long has it been since you picked up a racket?’
‘Before today?’
‘Yes.’
‘Never.’
‘Oh.’
‘Yes.’
‘And they hired you to play tennis legend Tamsin Rowe?’ Cassie was compelled to ask.
‘They don’t know about my lack of tennis skills. My agent bullshitted them. And now I have to make her lie true or I lose the gig,’ she said, honestly.
‘I see.’ Cassie sighed. ‘Look, I know this sucks.’
‘I suck, you mean.’
Cassie considered pretending otherwise. She really did. But what was the point? Cassie had no gift for fake encouragement. Delilah would spot a bad performance pretty quickly, given her skill set.
‘Yes,’ she said plainly. ‘You’re the worst I’ve ever seen. I’ve genuinely seen better toddlers.’
Delilah’s head lifted. Her eyes were wet, her eyeliner smudged, but there was a flicker of disbelief behind the tears. ‘Wow,’ she said, a laugh falling out of her.
Cassie let the corner of her mouth curl, just slightly. Kept her tone dry. ‘Yeah, wow. But you know what? Toddlers learn. They fall over, cry, and then get back up.’
Delilah blinked at her, still sniffly, but listening.
‘You really think I can learn?’ she asked.
Cassie shrugged. ‘I think if you don’t keep going, the end of the story is that you suck at this. If you do keep going, you might get to tell yourself something else.’
‘What?’
‘That you can learn. That you can improve. Or at least, that you’re not a quitter.’
They sat in silence. Just the faint hum of traffic and a dog barking somewhere distant.
Delilah wiped her cheeks, her voice small but steady. ‘This is so embarrassing.’
‘I’m sure.’
‘I hate that feeling.’
‘Mmm hmm.’
‘Any way you can make it go away?’
‘Nope.’ Cassie shook her head. ‘You’re a beginner and you’re bad. The good news is that you literally couldn’t get worse. You can only get better.’
It was possibly the least inspiring pep talk in history, but Cassie meant it. If they could both just name the thing—that Delilah sucked—then maybe it wouldn’t sting so badly.
‘Am I the worst you’ve ever seen?’ Delilah asked, starting to smile.
Cassie nodded. ‘Yes. Which is odd.’
‘Odd?’
‘I watched you walk onto the court and I thought, “Right. She’s got good posture and knows where her limbs are.” And then you picked up that racket and—’ she made a soft popping noise with her lips—‘something happened. So I reckon it’s more psychological than physical. Which I can work with.’
Delilah looked at her for a long moment. Her expression cleared slightly. ‘OK,’ she said, wiping moisture from under her eyes. And she climbed out of the car.
Cassie watched, mildly stunned, as she sashayed back toward the courts with the kind of commitment that suggested she hadn’t just been sobbing into her steering wheel two minutes ago.
Cassie, belatedly, got out of the car and jogged after her. She couldn’t really understand how she’d gotten Delilah back on her feet. But she wasn’t about to question it.



Eleven
Delilah told herself she wasn’t going to cry again. What was there to cry about? She sucked. It wasn’t a tragedy. And Cassie was right. It also wasn’t the end of the story. Not unless Delilah let it be.
Delilah took up her position again. The racket still felt foreign in her grip, too heavy and somehow too flimsy at once, like a flat-pack wardrobe. But Delilah was gonna grip it and swing until something happened.
The first ball whizzed past her. She didn’t even move.
The second, she swung at and missed by a hilarious amount.
‘Keep your eyes on the ball,’ Cassie said casually, like she wasn’t watching the sport of tennis’s biggest clown.
‘That’s what I’m doing,’ Delilah muttered.
‘Then do it harder,’ Cassie told her.
Delilah rolled her eyes. But adjusted her stance. She suddenly realised she wasn’t so scared of Cassie anymore. Cassie knew she was a mess. What else was there to really fear now? Cassie wasn’t exactly warm and fuzzy, but somehow less like a brick wall. She was more like a wall made of wood now.
Third ball… Nope. The fourth, she thought she might have heard it whoosh as it sped past. Or maybe that was her own breath, escaping in a groan of despair.
Her legs were starting to ache. Her grip was too tight. Her pride was a memory.
But then something unexpected happened.
Cassie lobbed another ball toward her, same pace, same arc, and Delilah moved. Just a little earlier. Just a little sharper. She drew the racket back and swung. She fully expected it to miss.
But it didn’t.
The ball made contact. Not hard, not clean, but it connected. It bounced off her strings and shuddered awkwardly over the net.
Delilah froze. She blinked. ‘Oh my God.’
Her face split into a grin so wide it felt ridiculous. She let out a noise that was half-laugh, half-yelp. ‘I hit it!’
Cassie didn’t break into applause or even smile back. She just gave a small nod and said, ‘Good. Keep going.’
Delilah’s grin widened. One hit. One tiny, wonky, ridiculous hit. But it was enough. Cassie was right. She was bad. She was bloody terrible. But she wasn’t hopeless.
She could get better.
Twelve
The following morning, Cassie was ready to kick Delilah’s arse into shape. No mollycoddling. She wouldn’t ease up because of one little breakdown. She had a job to do, and it wasn’t what she did for her other clients. This wasn’t fitness. Delilah needed to improve drastically.
‘Morning,’ Delilah said breezily.
Cassie didn’t acknowledge that. She opened a fresh can of balls with a hiss. ‘We’re going for two hours today.’
‘No, we’re not,’ Delilah said instantly. ‘One hour a day, that was the agreement.’
Cassie finally looked up. ‘You want to look like a tennis legend or a woman in activewear?’
Delilah blinked. ‘Jesus.’
Cassie turned and walked to the baseline. ‘Stretch. Properly. Ten minutes, full warm-up.’
She could feel Delilah glaring at her back. There was a long pause before the rustle of fabric signalled movement. Then some very half-hearted lunges.
Cassie bounced a ball, preparing for the first drill of the day: a simple forehand feed. Cassie sent ten balls over the net, evenly spaced, not too fast. Delilah missed nine.
‘Good effort,’ Cassie said flatly.
Delilah turned to face her, sweat already sticking her hair at her temples. ‘That was sarcasm.’
‘That was the truth. You’re trying, and I can see that. Now, try bending your knees before you swing.’
Cassie fed the next ball. This time, contact. It skidded off the racket frame and into the side netting.
Delilah let out a bark of laughter. ‘This really is pathetic.’
‘Could always walk off again,’ Cassie said casually, scooping up the next ball. She didn’t look at her. Just felt the weight of the silence settle for a beat too long.
‘I’m not going to walk off,’ Delilah said finally. ‘I’m not a quitter.’
Cassie looked up. Just briefly. ‘Good,’ Cassie said. And fed the next ball.
It went on like that. Two hours. Heat rising off the court, Delilah’s form slowly improving in microscopic increments. She didn’t complain again, not out loud.
By the end of the session, Delilah was soaked in sweat and hunched on a bench, breathing hard.
Cassie tossed her a water bottle. ‘Same time tomorrow.’
Delilah took it without looking up. ‘You’re not going to say well done?’
Cassie shrugged. ‘You’re not there yet.’
Delilah let out a dry laugh. ‘You’re not a flies-with-honey type, are you?’
Cassie considered saying something nice. But she didn’t.
‘Stretch before you seize up,’ she said and walked away.
She didn’t see Delilah roll her eyes. But she heard the muttered, ‘Bloody hell,’ as she passed through the gate.
Cassie smiled to herself. Delilah needed to be pushed. And Cassie could handle that.



Thirteen
Delilah peeled off her sports bra with the air of someone shedding battle armour. It landed on her bathroom floor with a wet slap. Her entire body ached. Not just the usual post-Pilates glow. This was full-body sabotage. Even her toes felt tired.
She stared at herself in the mirror. Red cheeks, sweat-matted fringe. She looked broken.
She turned on the shower, stepped in, and groaned as the hot water hit her lower back like a grudge.
Delilah closed her eyes and leaned her head against the tiles. She could still hear the scrape of Cassie’s voice—low, flat, unimpressed. She gave compliments as if they cost money. And Delilah had wanted one. That was the most irritating part. She’d been standing there, legs aching, ribs burning, waiting for a crumb of praise like a schoolgirl hoping to get a gold star.
By the time she was dry and dressed, her legs had stiffened up like concrete. She winced her way to the sofa, phone in hand, and called her agent.
‘Ashley. She doubled it.’
A pause, then Ashley’s voice crackled down the line, maddeningly calm. ‘Doubled what?’
‘The session. Two hours. Two. I was supposed to survive one, maybe crawl out alive. She stretched it into eternity.’
‘So she pushed you. That’s what you need, isn’t it?’
‘I wanted training, not… medieval punishment,’ Delilah said, pressing a hand to her thigh. ‘I thought my lungs were going to crawl out of my body and flee.’
‘And yet,’ Ashley said, ‘you didn’t quit.’
Delilah opened her mouth. Closed it again. It was true. She didn’t. And wouldn’t. She just wanted someone to tell her she was doing OK, and she wasn’t about to crowbar a compliment from Cassie.
‘Well done for not quitting,’ Ashley said.
OK, there was the compliment.
‘Thanks,’ Delilah said, frowning. The compliment hadn’t satisfied her remotely.
‘What’s wrong? I just said, well done.’
‘I know. I appreciate it,’ Delilah told her. ‘God knows, I’m not getting anything out of Cassie Thorne in that department.’
‘Is that what you want? You want her to pat you on the head?’
‘No,’ Delilah said. ‘I’d just like the occasional acknowledgement of my efforts.’
‘I don’t know about that,’ Ashley said slyly.
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘I mean, maybe you like working for Cassie’s approval just a tiny bit.’
That made Delilah very glad Ashley couldn’t see her face. Because the stupid thing was turning pink. Was that true? Did she like working for Cassie’s approval?
She really didn’t have the time to think about things like that.
She groaned and tipped her head back against the sofa. ‘Ashley, cut that out. This is a professional situation.’
Ashley laughed. ‘Ooh, nerve plucked. I predict you’ll either fall in love with her or beat her to death with a racket.’
Delilah hung up.
She tossed her phone aside and stretched out gingerly, every muscle singing in protest. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she could still hear Cassie’s voice: Split stance. Racket up. Again.
She closed her eyes and mouthed silently, just once: ‘Again.’
Then she reached for the ibuprofen.



Fourteen
Sunday morning found Cassie making tea and thinking about Delilah’s stance. She was always standing flat-footed. She’d need to work on that. If she didn’t remember to move, the rest didn’t matter.
Cassie took her tea to the living room of her one-bedroom flat above a chip shop. It was a crappy place. But it was hers. Paid for with prize money her mother had demanded she save every penny of.
‘You’ll need something to fall back on,’ her mum had said.
At the time, Cassie had laughed. What could go wrong for tennis phenom, Cassie Thorne?
She was thrilled now about her mother’s pessimism. It meant she had a roof over her head, at least. Even if it leaked.
The tea tasted like cardboard. She drank it anyway, trying to watch a show about competitive Lego builders. It didn’t exactly hold her attention.
Her eyes drifted to the shelf above the telly, which held only one trophy, first place in the Eastbourne International, her best trophy, won at twenty. It shouldn’t have been. It should have been a Wimbledon trophy. It would have been if not for the injury—if not that year, then in the future. Cassie believed that.
Now, at thirty, she coached middle-aged white-collar workers who barely recognised her. And actresses who couldn’t hold a racket.
Delilah bloody Day.
Cassie still couldn’t decide what annoyed her more: the fact that Delilah was trying to cheat her way into that role, or the fact that she felt she could play Tamsin Rowe with zero knowledge of the sport.
Not that any of that was her business. Her business was making her a tennis player, in the loosest definition. She wasn’t hopeless about that. Delilah’s body didn’t do what she wanted yet, but the intention was there. It was funny how watching the worst tennis of her life was almost interesting. Because Cassie had to build a tennis player from the ground up. She’d never really done that before. Unless she counted herself.
She poured the last of the tea down the sink and rinsed the mug.
Her phone buzzed.
A text. From her mum.
How’s the Hollywood princess?
Cassie texted back. She’s hardly that. I’ve never even heard of her.
What’s her name? her mother pried.
Delilah Day.
A moment later, her mother texted back a link to Delilah’s IMDb page. Cassie very nearly texted her something to the effect that she knew how to Google an actress if she wanted to. But instead, she clicked the link. The page was one proper credit—a barmaid named Cheryl in a soap called Meadow Vale, Cassie didn’t know it—and a handful of credits like ‘Shop customer’ and ‘Bus passenger No 2.’
No wonder she was sweating. She was getting a serious break in her career. An unholy jump, in fact. Did that mean she was a dark horse, actually good?
Cassie clicked on her reel. It was almost entirely clips of Meadow Vale, and the dialogue was crap, but Delilah made it work. Every look, every pause, felt real. Cassie frowned, impressed despite herself. She hadn’t expected that.
She dropped her phone, turning off the Lego show. She felt a faint ache in her elbow that she knew, if left, would turn into a throb. She went to the bathroom to fetch the diclofenac.
On her way back, she passed her desk. There was a notebook there—old, spiral-bound, with dog-eared pages full of drills and practice plans. She opened a clean page, wrote DAY 3, and started making notes.
There was something about watching someone get better. Even slowly. Even stubbornly. It scratched an itch she hadn’t realised she still had.
Tomorrow, she thought, they’d work on Delilah’s feet.



Fifteen
Delilah had never sweated through her eyebrows before.
But there she was, bent double on the court, blinking against the salt sting, while Cassie barked instructions like a drill sergeant who didn’t believe in mercy.
‘Split step. React. Move. Hit. Again.’
Delilah wheezed out something that might’ve been ‘Christ on a bike’ but could’ve equally been a death rattle. Cassie naturally showed no sign of sympathy. Her voice carried across the court, flat as ever.
‘You keep waiting to see where it’s going. You need to read it. Anticipate.’
‘Yeah, yeah,’ Delilah muttered, more to herself than anyone.
Cassie tossed another ball.
Delilah pushed off from the baseline, trying to move without thinking, trying to be whatever Cassie was telling her to be. And for a moment, it clicked. Her feet obeyed her. Her arm connected at the right angle. The ball sang off the racket and clipped the sideline with a satisfying thwack.
But didn’t even get a chance to crow. Her ankle gave way on the landing.
The pain came hard and fast. Not agony. But enough to bring Delilah to the ground.
Cassie was there before she’d even cursed. One knee down, hand on Delilah’s shin, eyes scanning with that same dispassionate focus she had during training, but with something else under it too. Something worried.
‘Don’t move,’ Cassie said. Already rolling up her sock, testing the ankle gently but with precision. ‘Where’s it worst?’
‘It’s… It’s fine. I just went over on it.’
‘Which is how a sprain starts. Or worse.’ Her brow furrowed. ‘Can you put weight on it?’
Delilah tried. Wobbled. Sat back down with a muttered, ‘Nope.’
Cassie exhaled sharply and stood up. ‘We’re going to the hospital.’
‘What? That’s dramatic.’
‘Trust me. If it’s more than a tweak, you’ll want to catch it now. Come on.’
Delilah wanted to argue. But there was something about Cassie’s that made it pointless.
**
The waiting room was grey in that special institutional way. Half-dead fern in the corner, water cooler with no cups, a sad vending machine that offered only still water or prawn cocktail crisps.
Cassie had parked her beside a laminated sign about infection control and fetched her an ice pack.
They sat in silence. Delilah was starting to feel embarrassed by the whole thing as she iced her ankle.
‘It’s not that bad,’ she said.
Cassie didn’t look over. ‘We’ll see.’
‘You always assume the worst?’
‘I’ve lived it.’
Delilah glanced at her. Cassie’s gaze was fixed on the fern.
‘This happened to you?’
‘I ruptured my UCL,’ Cassie explained evenly. ‘Didn’t realise until I’d made it worse.’
Delilah blinked. ‘That’s a big one, right?’
‘It’s the one that ends careers.’ Cassie didn’t say it with bitterness. Just a cold fact.
So, that explained why Cassie didn’t play now, if Delilah had wondered. Which she had. ‘Sorry,’ Delilah said.
Cassie gave a brief shrug. ‘Don’t be. It happens.’
Before Delilah could ask anything else, a nurse called her name. Cassie stood before she could, hand offered wordlessly. Delilah took it and was surprised by the careful way Cassie helped her into the exam room with a gentility Delilah didn’t know she had.
**
The doctor poked and prodded, made her do some mildly humiliating flexes, and finally pronounced it not serious.
‘Mild sprain. Bit of swelling. You’ll be back at it in a couple of days. Just ice and rest.’
Delilah grinned. Cassie did not.
‘Two days,’ Delilah repeated, already planning a sofa marathon. ‘Doctor’s orders.’
They hobbled back to the car in near silence. Delilah expected to be dropped at home and left in peace. Instead, Cassie started scribbling in a notepad and ripped out the page, handing it to her.
‘What’s this?’
‘Homework.’
Delilah blinked at her. ‘You’re giving me homework?’
‘Watch these matches. You’ll learn something.’
Delilah narrowed her eyes. ‘You are obsessed.’
‘And now you’re behind schedule.’
Delilah looked down at the list, then back at Cassie. She sighed. ‘You know, some might call you a tyrant.’
Cassie started the engine. ‘Be grateful. That’s exactly what you need.’
Delilah tried not to smile and failed.



Sixteen
Cassie checked her watch. Delilah was late.
Delilah had texted to ask for an extra day for her ankle—it’s still a bit tender—and Cassie felt that was probably bollocks. She was almost certain Delilah hadn’t touched the homework she’d set either. She’d been thrilled to be injured. Cassie was pretty sure she’d get another text in a minute, asking for a further day. She checked her phone in case it had already come through.
‘Sorry, sorry, traffic!’ Delilah said, dashing onto the court, a little breathless.’
Cassie looked up, surprised to see Delilah, bright-eyed and all the rest of it.
‘That’s OK,’ Cassie said.
Delilah smiled and dropped her bag. ‘Bet you thought I wasn’t coming.’
Cassie pushed down her smile. She tilted her head. ‘Ankle?’
‘Good enough.’ She did a small hop to demonstrate. ‘Didn’t push it. Did the homework, though.’
‘Did you?’ Cassie asked, unable to hide her surprise.
‘You sound sceptical.’
‘Honesty, I was assuming you’d watch the first five minutes of one match, get bored, and end up on Netflix.’
Delilah snorted. ‘Thanks, Coach.’
Cassie crossed her arms. ‘So? What did you watch?’
Delilah pulled her phone to check her notes.
‘Serena vs Halep, 2019 Wimbledon, as you requested. Then Federer vs Nadal, 2008 final. And I watched Swiatek at the French Open last year. She’s unreal. You can actually see the point where her opponent realises it’s over.’
Cassie blinked.
Delilah went on. ‘I tried to watch some older stuff too, like Navratilova, but it’s hard to find good footage—it’s all about twelve pixels—you can’t really get the detail. Same problem with Tamsin Rowe, of course, but I watched those anyway.’ Delilah paused for breath. ‘And then I watched some volleying drills, found them on YouTube—’
‘You watched doubles volleying drills?’
Delilah shrugged. ‘Why not? I didn’t have anything else to do.’
Cassie looked at her. Really looked. There was no smugness in Delilah’s face. No “see, I’m not useless after all” defensiveness. Just curiosity, quiet and earnest. She hadn’t just watched; she’d studied.
‘That’s a good start,’ she said flatly.
Delilah beamed. ‘So I pass?’
‘You don’t fail.’
‘High praise,’ Delilah muttered, but she was still smiling.
Cassie grabbed a basket of balls. ‘Let’s see if it helped. You’re playing me today, not the machine.’
Delilah’s face dropped. ‘Already?’
‘You’re the one who said you’re fine. Prove it.’
Delilah walked to the baseline, still grumbling, but Cassie could see that she did want
to prove it. Something had shifted. She held the racket differently now. Firmer. More like she meant it.
This had been the intent. Not to teach Delilah tennis. But to get her interested. It was the best way to do this. Get her in. But she hadn’t expected that level of commitment.
Cassie turned away and busied herself with the balls. No need to let her see the astonishment she was feeling.



Seventeen
The ball shot past her again.
Delilah turned slowly, watching it roll to a stop against the fence. She didn’t even bother pretending she could’ve reached it. Her ribs ached from breathing too hard and too fast.
‘That was brutal,’ she gasped, lifting a hand in surrender.
Cassie, of course, didn’t look winded. She stayed planted at the baseline, moving with an economy that suggested she could cover the whole court if she wanted to. The sleeve supporting her elbow was obvious, a subtle reminder that she wasn’t swinging at full power. Still, she held her racket like someone who’d once made a living from this.
‘That was regulation,’ she said calmly. ‘You left the whole backhand side open. I went for the obvious shot.’
Delilah gave her a baleful look. ‘Maybe try not punishing me quite so hard for my amateurishness.’
Cassie raised an eyebrow but didn’t respond. Just bounced the ball once, lightly, and caught it again.
Delilah limped back into position. Everything in her body felt like it wanted her to quit, and yet—
And yet. She had just found something out about herself. She liked tennis. Watching it. She knew she sucked. That wasn’t the part that got her. She wasn’t really watching for tips. It was watching the players who didn’t. Seeing what was possible. The control. The anticipation. The sheer balletic ruthlessness of it.
She wondered what that felt like, what it felt like to own a court. Of course, she’d never know. But it was intriguing, for sure. Tamsin Rowe had known that feeling. No matter what happened in her personal life—and a lot had happened—she had those moments. Two failed marriages, a drug dependency, bankruptcy, serious injuries, that sex scandal with her sister-in-law… They were only the things that made it into the headlines.
But when she was on the court, Tamsin Rowe must have felt untouchable, the world narrowed to the arc of a serve. Delilah longed for that. The moment of being certain, of moving without second-guessing herself. Tamsin had lived whole seasons inside that certainty. Maybe that was what carried her through the wreckage off-court: knowing she’d done something once, fully, and that no one could ever take it away from her. Delilah felt the ache of wanting the same, even for a breath.
She bounced on the balls of her feet now, trying to copy the stance she’d seen in the videos. Knees soft. Eyes up. Racket ready. Probably still wrong. Definitely still wrong.
Cassie tossed the ball into the air and served.
Delilah darted right, almost on instinct. Her movement was sloppy and slightly late, but not that late. Her arm swung awkwardly, her grip still too tight, and the sound the ball made off her strings was a weird, hollow thonk.
But then it cleared the net. It dipped, it spun, and it landed just inside the sideline.
Cassie didn’t move. Her head turned, following the ball’s path, and then she stood there frozen, one hand on her hip.
Delilah blinked. ‘Wait,’ she said.
Cassie turned to look at her, mouth open just a fraction.
‘That… Was that in?’
Cassie walked to where the ball had landed, glanced down, and looked back up. She nodded. Her eyes were wide.
‘Holy shit,’ Delilah breathed. ‘Did I just win a point?’
Cassie blinked at her. And then, absurdly, she started laughing. A full, rich, unguarded laugh that made her whole posture change into something less controlled, something human.
‘Well,’ she said, eyes alight. ‘I reckon that’s it.’
‘What’s it?’
‘You’re in it now. You’ve crossed the line.’
Delilah frowned, flushed, and confused. ‘What are you talking about?’
Cassie grinned, stepping back toward the baseline. ‘You just fell in love with the game. I saw it happen. Congratulations.’
Delilah felt her face split into a ridiculous grin. She looked down at her own hands, as if expecting the racket to be glowing. ‘It really did feel kind of… amazing.’
‘That’s how it starts. One good hit.’
Delilah turned toward the net again, her legs still shaking slightly. Her body didn’t feel strong. She still didn’t have a clue what she was doing. But something had shifted.



Eighteen
She stayed still a moment longer than she needed to, watching Delilah bounce on the spot with that daft grin on her face.
It was a terrible shot. Every part of the technique was wrong. Her footwork was non-existent, the swing was all elbow, and the ball had only cleared the net by blind luck. But it had landed in. And Cassie had seen something much better.
That look in Delilah’s eyes.
Cassie picked up the next ball and turned away, hiding the small smile tugging at her mouth. She hadn’t seen that look in a long time. Years, maybe. Not in this place.
Her day job had become a blur of polite boredom: private sessions with people in their fifties who called her ‘coach’ like it meant something, while the reality was, they were more concerned with getting steps on their fitness tracker than truly learning to play. They didn’t care about strategy, or form, or footwork. They weren’t there to get better. They were there to perform the idea of tennis.
Cassie went through the motions and took the money. Somewhere in all that, she’d gone a little numb. Until Delilah.
She was terrible. No question. But she tried. She’d come back every time Cassie thought she’d finally had enough. And now, somehow, she’d stopped being awful.
Not good. Not even OK. But… not awful.
And more than that, she wanted to do this now. Cassie could see it in her. That rush of hitting the shot and feeling it ripple up the arm, the chest, the spine. That first real thrill.
Cassie had forgotten how it felt to see that. It was second-hand joy, but it damn near felt like the real thing.
Cassie looked up. Delilah was still grinning at her like a fool.
‘You want to go again?’ she asked, already knowing the answer.
Delilah nodded, flushed and sweaty. ‘Let’s see if I can do it twice.’
Cassie smiled, almost to herself.
‘It’s not about doing it twice,’ she said, tossing the ball into the air.
‘It’s about wanting to.’
She served, taking it easy this time.
Delilah lunged and connected. It wasn’t in, but it was close.
Cassie watched the ball hit the net and bounce back to Delilah. Delilah swore softly under her breath.
Cassie collected the ball. ‘Again,’ she said.
Delilah nodded.
Cassie reset her stance. For the first time in a long while, she felt like something was happening.
She tossed the next ball. Delilah was already moving.



Nineteen
She arrived five minutes early, determined to beat Cassie for once. Not on the court, obviously, but just in terms of punctuality. It was overcast and breezy, and she’d jogged the last hundred yards, which was probably unnecessary but made her feel like she belonged here. Like she was the kind of person who trained.
Only the court gate was locked.
She frowned, leaning against the wire mesh. A handwritten sign flapped in the wind.
Courts are closed today due to a maintenance issue. Sorry!
‘Fuck’s sake,’ she muttered, wiping sweat off her forehead.
‘Well, that’s just great,’ said a voice behind her.
Cassie. She wore her usual black track jacket, zipped halfway, her hands stuffed into the pockets.
‘They didn’t send a warning?’ Delilah asked.
‘Not to me,’ Cassie said. ‘Probably decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. God forbid we plan around it.’
Delilah stared through the fence at the empty court, livid. She’d brought a proper water bottle today, not just the sad reusable one with a half-cracked lid. She’d wanted Cassie to see it for some reason. See Delilah taking this seriously.
But now she felt thrown. Like she didn’t know what to do with all the adrenaline buzzing in her blood. She’d wanted to sweat.
She glanced sideways at Cassie. ‘So… I guess we cancel?’
Cassie tilted her head. ‘Looks that way.’
Delilah hesitated, then blurted, ‘Or… we could get coffee?’
Cassie blinked. ‘What?’
Delilah felt heat creep up her neck. ‘You’re here. I’m here. And there’s a café over the road.’
Cassie studied her for a long moment. And Delilah’s desire to sweat was fulfilled.
‘Coffee, then,’ Cassie said.
Delilah tried not to sound terrified by the acceptance of her own idea. ‘Great. Coffee sounds great.’
***
They ended up at a small place with mismatched chairs and a chalkboard menu. Delilah ordered something ridiculous with oat milk and cinnamon. Cassie asked for black coffee, no sugar.
They took their drinks to a small table by the window. Delilah tried not to feel nervous, seeing as she’d been the one to make this happen. Why the hell had she done that? What madness had taken her?
Cassie looked like she always did. Contained, quietly impossible to read.
‘I was weirdly looking forward to getting annihilated today,’ Delilah said, after a beat.
Cassie took a sip of her coffee. ‘You weren’t going to get annihilated.’
‘Please. I’m still very much at the annihilation stage of my tennis journey.’
‘Maybe. Maybe not.’
Delilah blinked. ‘Wait, was that a compliment?’
Cassie shrugged. ‘You’re not as shocking as you were.’
Delilah grinned. ‘Wow. You really are warming to me.’
Cassie looked at her over the rim of her cup. ‘Don’t push it.’
But her eyes weren’t cold. And the silence that followed wasn’t awkward. Just new. Like a hallway neither of them had walked down before.
Delilah stirred her drink unnecessarily. ‘Can I ask you something?’
Cassie gave a small nod.
‘You ever get bored of it? Tennis, I mean. Coaching?’
Cassie was quiet for a beat too long. Then she said, ‘You’re not the first person to ask me that.’
‘And?’
‘Yes.’ She paused. ‘You spend enough time coaching the same type of person, it flattens out.’
‘What kind of people do you coach?’
‘Middle-aged people who use me like your average personal trainer. People who don’t really give a fuck about tennis.’
Delilah felt mild horror. ‘Why don’t you train real players? I mean, surely you could.’
‘Maybe.’ Cassie took a long sip.
‘You’re not going to answer that question, are you?’
‘No,’ Cassie said pleasantly.
Delilah tilted her head. ‘So if most of your clients don’t care about tennis, why do you do it?’
Cassie set her cup down with care, as if weighing her words. ‘It pays the bills,’ she said simply.
‘That’s it?’ Delilah pressed. ‘You could be… anywhere else.’
Cassie’s eyes flicked up. ‘Not anywhere,’ she said evenly.
Delilah realised what she’d said. ‘Well… No. Sorry.’
‘It’s an old wound,’ Cassie assured her. Delilah felt she meant that in all senses.
‘So, how does it compare? Teaching me versus your usual people?’ Delilah asked. She knew she was fishing, but she couldn’t help it. How many opportunities like this would there be?
Cassie almost, but not quite, laughed. ‘You’re learning fast,’ she said.
‘Am I?’ Delilah leaned forward. ‘Because it feels like I’m still terrible.’
‘Terrible doesn’t last,’ Cassie replied. ‘And I can see you want to be better.’
Delilah let that sink in. ‘So you’re not annoyed, teaching me?’
‘Annoyed?’ Cassie raised an eyebrow. ‘No. You’re… persistent. That’s not nothing.’
Delilah laughed, slightly breathless. ‘Occupational hazard.’
Cassie studied her for a long moment. ‘Does acting involve a lot of persistence?’
‘Being a failing actress does,’ Delilah said with a smile.
‘You’re not failing. You’re playing Tamsin Rowe.’
Delilah tried not to smile, but it escaped anyway. ‘We’ll see.’
‘You’ll get there.’
‘Will it be fast enough, though?’
Cassie sipped her coffee slowly. ‘I think so. If you want it.’
Delilah nodded. ‘It’s not just about fooling people. You see that, right? I want to become as close as possible to some kind of player. There’s no way I can play her otherwise.’
Cassie nodded. ‘She was a legend. It’s big boots.’
‘I know.’
There was a silence. ‘You know, I can kind of see it,’ Cassie said.
Delilah raised an eyebrow. ‘What?’
‘You kind of look like her.’
Delilah blinked. Tamsin Rowe was a very beautiful person. So, did that mean that Cassie had just called her beautiful?
Delilah felt her heart racing like she was on the court.



Twenty
The table was small. Delilah hadn’t noticed at first, but now Cassie could feel her knee nearly brushing against hers under it. She shifted slightly. It was weird to socialise with a client; she didn’t need to make it any weirder.
Except that Delilah didn’t quite feel like a client at this particular moment.
She’d surprised Cassie again, not just with that fluke of a backhand yesterday, but now, with her honest questions, her ridiculous cinnamon monstrosity of a drink, the way she tried not to smile too hard, as if any hint of amusement might give too much away. But now that she’d moved past the breakdown section of the tennis process, Cassie could see she was a very bright type of person. Not optimistic, exactly. Just possessing a certain brightness. A warmth. A spark.
Cassie stirred her coffee once, though there was nothing to stir.
‘Why don’t you train real players?’ Delilah asked.
God. If she only knew.
Real players were unbearable now. The reflexes, the precision, the effortless grace… Cassie had lost all that to a damaged piece of connective tissue. She couldn’t tolerate the reminder.
Cassie considered telling Delilah all of this, saying I can’t be near the ones who play for real. It’s too painful. Every fluid swing, every perfect serve is a mirror of what I lost. I want it again so badly it hurts.
But she didn’t. She couldn’t.
Instead, she tried to move the conversation in Delilah’s direction. She wanted to learn about her anyway. The role.
‘You kind of look like her,’ Cassie told her honestly.
Delilah looked slightly startled. Cassie suddenly understood how her comment might be interpreted. Unprofessionally.
‘I should get going,’ Cassie said. ‘I need to call a few clients to tell them not to bother coming today. And you’ve got homework.’
‘Homework?’ Delilah squinted.
‘Watch some doubles. Left-court coverage.’
Delilah gave her a moderate salute. ‘OK, boss.’
Cassie stood, raising an eyebrow. ‘I prefer coach.’
Delilah followed, slinging her gym bag over her shoulder.
At the door, they both paused, a little awkward.
‘Same time tomorrow?’ Delilah asked too casually.
Cassie hesitated, then nodded. ‘Yeah. We’ll make up for today.’
Delilah groaned. ‘You’re gonna kill me.’
As Delilah turned to go, Cassie let herself watch her walk away. Just for a moment. Then she shook her head, stuffed her hands into her jacket pockets, and started walking the other way.



Twenty-One
Delilah was halfway through the car park the following day, headed to her session, when her phone rang. She glanced down to see Matt Hind’s name flashing on the screen, the assistant director. She took a deep breath and answered, trying to sound upbeat.
‘Hey, Matt.’
‘Hey, Delilah!’ he breezed. ‘Just a quick pre-production thing. The movement coach wants to start blocking the injury scene early next week.’
Delilah froze for a second. ‘The injury scene?’
‘Yeah,’ Matt said casually. ‘You know, the bit where Tamsin goes down during the Wimbledon final on page seventy-two. They want to do a test run. Nothing on camera, just blocking the movements so the stunt people can choreograph around it.’
Delilah swallowed. ‘Oh. OK.’
‘No big deal,’ Matt added quickly, as if sensing her hesitation. ‘It’s just footwork and movement stuff. They want to get it right early so everything’s smooth when we shoot. Shouldn’t take more than an hour or so. If you’re busy, obviously, we can get a stand-in, but we hoped…’
Delilah forced a smile she knew he couldn’t see. ‘No, of course I’ll do it.’
‘Great. Everyone’s excited to see you in action.’
He hung up before she could say more.
But the silence that followed was loud in her ears.
Injury scene. Test run. Early next week.
Her heart banged. Delilah wasn’t ready for this. Not even close.
She considered calling Ashley. But what was the point? There was only one person who could help her.
Maybe.



Twenty-Two
Cassie was on the court, stretching her arm slowly, careful not to aggravate the stubborn twinge further.
Delilah appeared in the court entrance, tennis bag slung over her shoulder, cheeks flushed from the run.
‘I’ve got to fall over!’ Delilah cried, voice high with panic.
Cassie paused, arching a brow. ‘What?’
Delilah rushed on. ‘They’re blocking for the stunt scene! They want me to go down like Tamsin Rowe in the Wimbledon final. Next week!’
Cassie let the words sink in. Then she understood. ‘Oh.’
‘Yeah,’ Delilah said, her hands twisting the straps of her bag. ‘I was supposed to have four more weeks before anyone saw me with a racket in my hand. I’m screwed.’
‘You’re just falling over, though, right?’ Cassie prompted.
‘Like a tennis player,’ Delilah said, voice trembling. ‘Which I’m not. And they’re gonna expect me to do something, right?’
Cassie shook her head slightly, keeping her tone calm. ‘They have a stunt person, right? And a coordinator?’
‘Yes, but I have to go down too. Before they make it look good.’
‘So, what’s the problem?’
‘I need to… I have to… It’s just… Ah, fuck! I don’t know.’
‘You want to fall like a tennis player. Is that it?’
Delilah nodded. ‘What if I just fall and actually, ya know, fuck myself up because I don’t know what I’m doing?’
Cassie shrugged. ‘I could help with that.’
Delilah let out a relieved breath. ‘You can?’
‘Sure,’ Cassie said.
Cassie went into her equipment bag and pulled out a yoga mat.
‘So, let’s fall,’ Cassie said.
Delilah’s eyes widened. ‘What, now?’
‘Yep. I use this for stretching, but it should cut the mustard as long as you don’t throw yourself down too crazy.’
Delilah bit her lip, hesitated, then nodded slowly. ‘OK.’ She sighed. ‘Cassie, thank you. I really appreciate this. I know it’s a bit outside the remit.’
Cassie nodded, pleased she could help Delilah calm down. ‘Let’s get to work.’



Twenty-Three
Cassie had laid a yoga mat in the middle of the court, its bright green surface stark against the pale concrete. Cassie stood at one end, arms crossed, eyes serious.
‘OK,’ Cassie said. ‘This is about bracing yourself. Don’t go stiff, but don’t flop either. Use the mat—it’ll take the edge off—but your body still needs to protect itself.’
Delilah swallowed hard, staring at the mat like it was a bed of nails. Cassie bent her knees, showing how to position her arms and tuck her chin.
‘OK. I think I understand,’ Delilah said.
Cassie didn’t believe her.
‘I can show you as many times as you like. But it’s not going to look like what happened to Rowe,’ Cassie told her.
‘You know what happened?’ Delilah asked.
Cassie nodded. ‘Of course. It’s infamous. What happened was she didn’t brace. She was trying to fight for a crucial point, and she wasn’t thinking about getting hurt, wasn’t braced for it. That’s why it happened. She wanted the point too much.’
Delilah nodded. ‘I see.’
‘But I’m gonna teach you the opposite. Because you’re not going to get hurt for real,’ Cassie told her. She crouched low, feet shoulder-width apart, flexing her knees. She leaned to one side, tucking her chin to her chest, and let herself tip onto the mat. Her shoulder hit first, then she rolled smoothly along her back, coming to a stop in one fluid motion. ‘Bracing is everything,’ she said, getting up, eyes on Delilah. ‘You roll, absorb, survive.’
Delilah swallowed. ‘Man, I don’t know if I can do that.’
Cassie shook her head. ‘You’re not gonna do what I just did. We’re gonna handle this like everything else. We start ugly and progress from there.’
As usual, it was oddly reassuring. Feel free to suck.
Delilah looked down at the mat and cleared her throat. She frowned, realising something she probably should have thought of before this second.
‘It’s OK to be scared. It’s against human nature to let yourself fall over. Takes time,’ Cassie told her.
Delilah shook her head. ‘That’s not what I was thinking. I’m just starting to realise all this might be a bit triggering for you,’ Delilah told her honestly.
Cassie smiled sadly. ‘This isn’t how it happened to me.’
‘How did it happen?’ Delilah asked before she could stop herself. She was sure Cassie would tell her to mind her business.
But instead, Cassie said quietly, ‘Every player takes a fair amount of wear and tear from repetitive movement. But you’re supposed to stop and let yourself heal. I didn’t do that. And then I took it to a point I couldn’t heal from.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I wanted to be the best, and I couldn’t wait.’
‘Didn’t you have a coach? Didn’t they stop you?’ Delilah asked.
Cassie got a strange look. ‘She should have, yeah.’ Her features hardened. ‘Right. Let’s start.’
Delilah would have liked to know more, but she was amazed Cassie went as deep as she had. She wouldn’t dare ask more.
Besides, it was time to fall like a clown.
Delilah crouched, heart hammering, and let herself tip to the side. Her shoulder hit the mat first, too flat, with a loud smack. She didn’t tuck her chin, so her head bumped awkwardly against the mat. Legs tangled beneath her, one foot catching on the edge of the mat, and she rolled with none of the grace Cassie had shown. She ended up sprawled on her back, arms and legs splayed at impossible angles, a strangled groan escaping her.
Delilah sat up, cheeks flushed, brushing strands of hair from her face. ‘That was… terrible.’
‘Perfect,’ Cassie said. ‘Exactly what I expected.’
‘You know how to stop this from being embarrassing,’ Delilah commended her.
‘I’ll be sure to put that on my CV,’ Cassie said dryly. But Delilah caught the curve of a smile beneath the sarcasm.
Several very awkward falls later, something clicked. Instead of falling over, Delilah found the roll. She landed with something almost like grace.
‘Not bad,’ Cassie said, tossing her a water bottle.
Delilah smiled, heart lighter. For the first time, she felt like she might survive this fall.



Twenty-Four
Cassie stood back, watching Delilah try again. Each fall, each awkward roll, made her elbow twinge. But it was twinging psychologically. She’d lied to Delilah about that. This was bringing something up.
It wasn’t one injury she remembered; it was the slow accumulation, the small tears and strains she’d papered over until her body finally staged a full mutiny. With it had gone everything she thought she was building—the career, the certainty, the person who swore she had her best interests at heart but seemed to confuse ‘love’ with ‘more laps’.
But she wasn’t going to talk to Delilah about that. She’d said too much as it was.
For a while, the court was quiet except for the dull thud of Delilah hitting the floor again. Cassie reached out to help her up as she tried to get up with a distinct newborn foal energy.
But when Delilah’s hand brushed her arm, Cassie felt a jolt of something. She barely caught herself from pulling back. Their eyes met for a brief moment.
Cassie’s eyes slid away quickly, her voice flat. ‘Again.’



Twenty-Five
Delilah sat in the folding chair, skirt of her blinding tennis whites sticking uncomfortably to the backs of her thighs under the hot lights. The virgin court set gleamed with newness, the net strung taut. Delilah’s racket rested against her knee, slippery in her hand, no matter how tightly she gripped it.
Across the court, the director, James Rourke, twitchy and impatient, was in conference with a nodding stunt co-ordinator and the tennis consultant, a tall man in a tracksuit who gestured like he was trying to land a plane. They were deep in discussion about footwork, debating whether the camera should track her left or right as she dived for the ball and snapped her ankle like a KitKat.
Delilah sat. And waited. Every minute she wasn’t moving gave room for the nerves to jangle further. Her throat was dry; she couldn’t remember if she’d drunk any water since they called her into costume.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She slipped it out and almost groaned with relief when she saw the name.
Cassie: How’s it going?
Delilah hunched over, thumbs moving fast. Still waiting. They’re figuring out blocking or whatever. I feel like I’m about to puke.
The reply came almost instantly.
Cassie: You know how to do this. You’ve practised. Just trust yourself.
Delilah bit her lip. She wanted to believe it, but the nerves were getting the best of her today.
I don’t know. I feel like such a fraud. She hit send before she could stop herself.
The dots appeared. Cassie was typing. Then they vanished. Nothing came through.
Delilah stared at the screen, waiting. Nothing.
She’d pushed too far, been too needy. And, of course, Cassie had decided this wasn’t her problem after all. And it wasn’t. She was a tennis coach, not an emotional support dog.
Delilah shoved the phone aside, forcing herself to breathe as if it wasn’t her first time doing so. Twenty minutes crawled by, slow and torturous. Every slap of the board, every murmur from the crew made her shrink a little more inside herself.
Finally, James clapped his hands, decisive at last. ‘Alright, bring in Delilah. Let’s get this blocked.’
Delilah rose on legs that didn’t feel like hers, palms damp. She took her place at the baseline, heart hammering.
The stunt co-ordinator strode over, headset crooked around her neck. ‘OK, Delilah, listen. You’re going to move on the assistant’s throw. Big first step, plant your right foot here—’ she tapped the neon tape—‘and then commit to the dive.’
Delilah nodded, trying to keep her face from betraying panic.
And then she heard it. A voice, familiar, low and steady, drifting in from the side of the set.
‘Yeah, I’m here for Delilah.’
Delilah’s head snapped round.
There she was. Cassie, in jeans and a hoodie, half-arguing with a harried production assistant at the edge of the soundstage. For a second, Delilah couldn’t move. She blinked once, twice, convinced her nerves had finally tipped into hallucination.
But then Cassie caught her eye, and she gave a small wave.
Delilah was already moving, half-running across the floor, her racket bouncing against her thigh. She grabbed Cassie’s arm, breathless. ‘You came.’
Cassie shrugged, casual. ‘I was nearby. Just thought maybe you could use a bit of support.’
Delilah couldn’t speak. She swallowed the emotion down. She nodded crazily for want of words.
‘Ready when you are,’ the stunt co-ordinator said, stepping back.
The director clapped for quiet. The cameras rolled.
Delilah fixed her eyes on the tennis ball that a production assistant was about to lob in her direction. The call came, action, and she moved without hesitation, meeting the ball. Then she braced and rolled, just as she’d drilled with Cassie—Cassie, who actually came!— the impact carrying her across the mat they’d disguised as court.
The first take worked. Not perfect, but OK.
The stunt co-ordinator gave her a quick nod. ‘Good. Reset, and this time keep your head down a beat longer.’
Delilah reset, heart pounding, Cassie’s presence steady at the corner of her vision. On the second attempt, she nailed the timing of the dive, the roll smoother, more convincing.
By the third, the director was grinning. ‘Perfect. That’s the one. Wrap it there. It’s gonna look great.’
The crew scattered, cameras wheeled away. Delilah lay there on the mat for a moment, chest heaving, sweat clinging to her skin. Relief crashed through her, wild and overwhelming. She wanted to laugh, maybe even cry.
And at the edge of the set, arms folded, Cassie was still there.



Twenty-Six
Cassie had booked the appointment of her own accord. No one had pushed her, no one had insisted. She’d rung up, spoken to the receptionist, and lucked into a cancelled slot the very next day. No duress, no pressure. So why did it feel as though the whole thing had been done to her? Why did she feel forced back into therapy?
All morning, she’d kept her phone in her hand, ready to cancel. She told herself it had been a lapse in judgment, a mad moment. She didn’t need to see Joanna. She’d only be wasting the woman’s time. But she didn’t dial.
Even at the threshold, she nearly turned away. But her feet kept moving, and she stepped inside, let the receptionist smile at her, lowered herself into the same old creaky chair, picked up a magazine from twelve years ago, and waited.
Joanna popped her head out. ‘Cassie!’ she said, like she was pleased to see her.
That was surprising, considering how much Cassie had snapped at Joanna in her time. She had been Cassie’s sports psychologist all those years ago, sitting through the high-pressure seasons and the grinding rehab sessions. Somewhere along the way, Cassie had gotten used to Joanna. Which was why she still saw her sometimes now as a general therapist, not because she expected to be ‘fixed’, but because Joanna had been there for all of it. She had seen Cassie at her strongest and at her unravelling. Sometimes it was necessary to sit with someone who knew the whole story. And her only other choice was her mother. No thanks.
Cassie followed her into the room, and she sat in the chair, arms crossed.
‘So, let’s talk about what brought you back,’ Joanna began.
‘Nothing. I don’t know. I think I just had a mad moment,’ Cassie said, half rising out of the seat.
‘Cassie, you’re paying for this hour whether you leave now or in fifty minutes. Might as well get your money’s worth,’ Joanna smiled.
Cassie sat back down with an eye roll. ‘OK. Fine. But there’s nothing to talk about, just so you know.’
‘So, shall we just sit here having a staring competition?’ Joanna asked.
Cassie let out an annoyed groan. ‘I’m still at Riverside, by the way,’ Cassie said, not sure why she was starting like that.
‘Oh?’ Joanna replied.
‘Yep. And it still sucks.’
‘OK.’
‘I got that job because I was a player and no one I coach even knows who the hell I am.’
‘Does that bother you?’
Cassie shrugged. ‘No.’
‘You’re sure about that?’ Joanna prompted.
Cassie ignored that. ‘You know, I’m actually coaching someone to play a tennis player in a movie. So that’s its own special hell. She’s playing Tamsin Rowe. You remember her?’
Joanna nodded slowly. ‘Ah, yes. I see. The comeback story.’
‘Yeah. The one who got back up. The one who won again. Delilah wants to understand Tamsin. I think she thinks I can give her some kind of insight.’ Her jaw flexed as if she could bite the thought in half. ‘Only, I never had a comeback.’
Joanna tilted her head, voice measured and quiet. ‘And what does it stir, going back there?’
Cassie almost yelled at Joanna to stop talking to her like a therapist. But that would have been like getting mad at a cat for meowing, so she swallowed it. ‘It’s been years. I should be past it. Shouldn’t I? You learn to live around the missing piece. And then this actress walks in and suddenly it’s loose again.’
Joanna did not move, did not try to ease her. Just watched. Cassie rolled her eyes at her routine but talked anyway. ‘She’s not even pushing,’ Cassie muttered. ‘Not really. She just pays attention. Too much attention.’ She glanced down at her hands, clenched in her lap. ‘I didn’t realise how long it’s been since anyone cared what I thought about anything.’
‘Like you still hold something worth passing on,’ Joanna suggested gently.
Cassie nodded once.
‘And what does that feel like?’ Joanna asked, softer still.
For a long time, Cassie did not speak. She turned her face toward the window. It had started raining.
‘Like I’ve been sleepwalking,’ she said finally. Her voice was low, almost ashamed. ‘And someone’s turned on a light.’
Cassie glanced at her watch. Not even ten minutes had gone by. She pushed back her chair. ‘That’s enough. I’ve got things to do.’
‘You’re sure?’ Joanna asked steadily.
‘Positive,’ Cassie said briskly. She grabbed her jacket, stood, and forced a small, dismissive smile. ‘See? No drama. Nothing’s wrong.’
She walked out without a backward glance, like nothing at all had happened.



Twenty-Seven
The ball cracked off Cassie’s racquet and skimmed the baseline. Delilah lunged after it, her feet tangling, and she went down hard, landing squarely on her arse.
‘You OK?’ Cassie called across the net.
‘Yep,’ Delilah said, standing and dusting herself off.
‘You’re thinking too much,’ Cassie told her.
‘I’m trying not to die,’ Delilah shot back, wiping sweat from her temple.
Her phone buzzed on the bench. Once, twice, insistent. Delilah lifted a hand. ‘Hold that thought,’ she said, jogging over and snatching it up without looking at the number.
Cassie leaned on her racquet, waiting.
Delilah pressed the phone to her ear, still breathless from the last rally. The voice on the other end spoke, brisk and businesslike, and her pulse sank with every word.
When the call ended, she stood frozen for a moment, the phone still warm in her hand. She knew only one thing. She was fucked. Everything was fucked.
Delilah looked over at Cassie, who had been waiting. ‘So, if you’re done with your phone call…’ She broke off her admonition, seeing the look on Delilah’s face. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘They’re putting the brakes on the movie,’ Delilah said slowly. She was determined not to blub like a toddler with a skinned knee, which was her instinct. ‘The estate… they’re withdrawing permission. Nobody knows exactly why.’
Cassie’s brows knit together. ‘That’s shit. I’m sorry, Delilah.’
Delilah gave a small, bitter smile. ‘So that’s it. The role’s gone. The film’s dead before it even properly began.’ She laughed. ‘Ah, well. I’m sure I’d have shit the bed anyway. Way too big a role for me.’ She shifted her weight, looking down at the court beneath her feet. ‘Which means… there’s no point in all this. No need to keep training.’
Delilah took a deep breath, searching Cassie’s face for any sign of annoyance at her wasted efforts or the future lessons she wouldn’t get paid for. But Cassie’s eyes held a surprising amount of quiet empathy.
‘I just want to say thank you,’ Delilah continued, voice faltering slightly. ‘For everything you’ve done. I’m sorry if I wasted your time. I’ll make sure you’re paid for the week.’
Cassie’s lips pressed into a small, understanding smile, but she said nothing.
Delilah turned away, a slight ringing in her ears as she walked off the court. The role was gone, and with it, hope for the kind of life she’d been trying for. It was too much to comprehend all at once.
She wondered if she’d ever see Cassie again. Probably not. What cause did they have to stay in touch?



Twenty-Eight
Cassie stood on the surface of the court that afternoon, her eyes fixed on the man awkwardly attempting another serve, Jeff.
‘Stop muscling it,’ she said, her voice carrying across the baseline. ‘You’re trying to force power instead of letting the motion do the work. You’ll just burn your arm out that way.’
Jeff straightened, frowning. ‘This is how I do it.’
Cassie ignored that. ‘Watch your toss, loosen your grip, let your body turn.’
Jeff’s mouth flattened, annoyance sparking in his eyes, but he said nothing. He just reset, tossed the ball again, and hit another strained, awkward serve.
Cassie felt the familiar prick of irritation. The way Jeff ignored her corrections, shrugged off her advice like it was some meaningless noise—it was exhausting. She’d repeated the same drills for what felt like hours, and still, he made the same mistakes. The fundamentals, the basics. He wasn’t interested in mastering them, only in going through the motions. What did he expect to gain from this when he didn’t really care?
‘Keep your wrist firm,’ Cassie said, trying to keep the boredom out of her tone. ‘Focus on the ball. Follow through.’
Even as her voice guided him through the steps he clearly wasn’t absorbing, her mind was miles away. It kept circling back to the message from Delilah, that sudden, shitty news about the movie. Cassie found herself truly disappointed on Delilah’s behalf.
And then, amid the clatter of balls and Jeff’s half-hearted grunts, she had a thought: she knew who ‘the estate’ in question was.
Tamsin Rowe’s sister, Rena Rowe, had also been a player, never quite knowing the heights of her sister, but respected enough. She’d long retired and was now a tennis pundit. And if Cassie wanted to get in touch with her, she might know someone who might know someone.
Cassie immediately tried to push the thought away. It wasn’t her business. The movie, the drama with the estate—she had no stake in it. She was a coach. She was here to train people, not to get tangled up in that bullshit.
But beneath that rational dismissal was something smaller, but unignorable. She wanted Delilah to have that role. Delilah had worked so hard, had been so determined. The idea of all that effort going to waste because of something out of her control felt wrong.
Jeff flailed through another serve and missed entirely, the ball bouncing off the chain link with a dull clank.
Cassie checked her watch. ‘Right, that’s time.’ She’d have liked him to end on a more positive note, and Cassie could have given him that. But what was the point?
Jeff gathered his racket, mumbling thanks, clearly eager to leave. Cassie stayed behind, thankful to have a quiet court to herself for a minute. But once she had it, the thought of trying to help Delilah became even louder.
Maybe it was none of Cassie’s business. It was definitely none of her business. She probably couldn’t even reach Rena. She was just going to make one phone call, figure out that she couldn’t do shit, and leave it at that.



Twenty-Nine
Delilah was waiting to pretend to be a nosy neighbour in a crime drama. She had one line.
She wasn’t even given a chair to sit on while she waited. Just a bottle of warm Highland Spring and a spot on the floor, next to a recycling bin.
Time stretched. She counted the cracks in the wall. She counted the floor tiles. She counted the seconds in her own pulse.
Finally, her name was called.
The panel barely glanced at her before waving a hand toward the taped-off square on the floor.
‘Your line, please?’ someone said, voice flat.
Delilah nodded and spoke. ‘Is everything all right, Mrs Carter? I saw your bin was still out front this morning.’
Silence. Then a tiny cough from the corner of the room. A casting director scribbled something, not even looking at her.
‘Thanks… next,’ someone muttered.
Delilah exited quickly through the double doors. Relief, if it could be called that, washed over her. She could leave.
It didn’t matter whether she got it or not. That was the worst part. She was starting to forget why the hell she was doing this. It wasn’t for art’s sake, that was for sure. Not auditioning for these piss-pot roles.
She stood on the pavement, dazed, watching buses pass, wondering if she should start drinking in the daytime.
Her phone buzzed in her hand.
Cassie.
Delilah was so surprised, she nearly dropped the phone. After staring at the name for too long, she picked up the call.
‘Hey,’ she said, trying for light, missing by a mile.
‘Alright,’ Cassie said. ‘How’s it going?’
‘I just got out of an audition.’
A pause. ‘Anything interesting?’
‘Not remotely.’
Cassie let the silence stretch before casually dropping: ‘So, I got in touch with someone.’
Delilah didn’t know what that meant at all. ‘Oh?’
‘Yes. Rena Rowe.’
Delilah’s whole body snapped to attention. ‘What?’
‘As in, sister-of-Tamsin-Rowe-who-shut-down-your-film Rena Rowe.’
Delilah turned away from the street, found the nearest wall, and leaned hard against it. ‘You spoke to her?’
‘Well, I mean, I didn’t speak to her. I spoke to a guy who knows her husband, and somehow that’s turned into… she’s agreed to meet you. I don’t know if it will change anything, obviously. It probably won’t. But I thought you deserved a conversation.’
Delilah said nothing. She couldn’t.
‘Delilah?’
‘I’m here,’ she managed to say. ‘You… you did this?’
‘Not really. I just passed your name along. I wasn’t even expecting her to say yes.’
‘But she did.’
‘Apparently.’
Delilah pressed a hand to her forehead. She wanted to cry. Or scream. Or throw herself into Cassie’s arms and not let go.
‘Cassie,’ she said quietly, ‘thank you.’
‘Don’t,’ Cassie muttered. ‘I only called someone.’
‘Yes, you did. Which was a serious favour. And now I have the temerity to ask you for another.’
‘Right…’
‘I know I’m pushing my luck, but… will you come with me? To meet her?’
Cassie didn’t answer right away. Delilah could practically hear the internal protest. But then:
‘Fine. But I’m a statue. I sit there, and I don’t speak.’
Delilah smiled, the first real one all day. ‘Fair.’
She ended the call and let her head fall back against the wall.
Cassie was coming with her. And Rena was willing to talk to her.
Maybe this story wasn’t over yet.



Thirty
The house was ridiculous.
A white-pillared Georgian monstrosity, it was the kind of place where people were hired to wipe down the doorknobs.
Cassie parked halfway up the drive and turned off the engine. Delilah was unusually quiet beside her.
‘You ready?’ Cassie asked.
Delilah gave a tiny nod. She didn’t look ready. She looked like someone about to go into surgery.
The front door opened before they’d even reached the steps. A woman in soft beige cashmere greeted them. ‘Cassie and Delilah?’
They were led through a series of serene, echoing rooms until finally they reached the drawing room. Or sitting room. Or salon. Who knew. It had those deep armchairs no one ever sat in and a baby grand in the corner like an ornament.
Rena was already seated. She was a woman in her fifties with clear, sharp eyes and a silver streak through her short dark hair.
‘Thank you for coming,’ she said.
They all sat.
It wasn’t tense, exactly. But the vibe was rather heavy.
‘So, Cassie Thorne! I don’t think we’ve ever met before.’
‘Nope,’ Cassie agreed.
‘Well, I just want to tell you, I’m a fan.’
‘Oh?’ Cassie said, surprised.
‘Yes. You played a friend of mine once at Eastbourne? Mira Lee?’
Cassie sighed. ‘Yep.’
‘She said you were terrifying,’ Rena said with admiration.
Cassie had to laugh at that. But then she remembered why she was here, and it wasn’t to get her arse kissed. ‘Well, that was a while ago. So, Delilah here, she’s… a friend.’ Cassie was quite surprised to hear that word come out of her mouth, but it was out now. ‘And she…’
Rena turned to Delilah. ‘You wanted to know why I pulled out,’ she said, folding her hands. ‘And I think you deserve to know.’
Delilah nodded.
‘It was the script,’ Rena said simply. ‘There was… a section. About Tamsin’s relationships. With women.’
A pause.
‘She was bisexual,’ Rena added. ‘But she didn’t talk about that publicly. Not once.’
Cassie caught the smallest movement from Delilah, a shift, like her spine had straightened an inch.
‘The script felt invasive,’ Rena said. ‘Like someone going through her top drawer without asking. So I pulled the rights. I won’t let her be misrepresented, not even by people with good intentions.’
Another pause.
Delilah’s voice, when it came, was low but sure.
‘I understand,’ she said. ‘And I appreciate you telling me.’
Cassie half expected her to leave it there. But she didn’t.
‘I’m bisexual,’ Delilah said.
Cassie turned, startled. Delilah didn’t look at her. She was focused entirely on Rena.
‘And I want you to know… if I play Tamsin, I will treat that part of her with respect. Not just as an actress, but as someone who gets it.’
Rena’s gaze was still.
Delilah went on, her voice warmer now, more personal.
‘If Tamsin didn’t talk about that, maybe she did that because the world didn’t let her. But I think it matters now more than ever. Not to sensationalise it or make it the whole story. Just… to let it be part of her. So no one else feels like they have to bury who they are to be accepted.’
She stopped there, and Cassie flicked a look at Rena. It was truly hard to say how she’d taken that.
Rena looked down. Her fingers worried the hem of her sleeve for a second. Then she nodded slowly.
‘OK, well, that’s… given me something to think about. Which I will now do,’ Rena said with a nod to the door.
‘Of course,’ Delilah said quickly. ‘Of course.’
They shuffled out.
Back in the car, Cassie started the engine but didn’t drive.
Delilah stared out the window, her expression unreadable.
Cassie said, ‘You didn’t have to say all that. The personal stuff…’
‘I did, actually. Because it’s how I feel. It’s why I wanted this so badly. Well, that and a serious profile bump.’
Cassie smiled. And she wondered if she should say something else. About her own sexuality. But what did it really matter?
Of course, the real reason she didn’t, the thought she couldn’t allow herself to have very loudly, was that she was scared of where the admission could lead, in this very car. Scared to death.
‘Hey, are you busy tomorrow?’ Delilah asked.
Cassie was surprised. ‘Why?’
‘I’d like some tennis training, if you’re up for it?’
Cassie laughed. ‘Jesus, the confidence.’
‘I don’t know how that’s going to shake out. I just miss the training. I miss your…’
Cassie stopped breathing.
‘…particular brand of hard-arsery.’
Cassie let the breath go. ‘Sure. You’re paid through the week, right?’ she said quickly.
She started the car, wondering what Joanna would say about all this. There was one word she often used that could be helpful.
Boundaries.



Thirty-One
Delilah adjusted the grip on her racket, glad to have it back in her hand. She served. Not terribly. Not well either. The ball hit the edge of the net and bounced back towards her.
‘Again,’ Cassie called.
She retrieved the ball and did it again. This time, it cleared. Just.
They fell into a rhythm. Forehands. Backhands. Corrections murmured between shots.
Then, Delilah lunged for a cross-court backhand and made it. It was wild, messy, barely in. But in.
Cassie just raised an eyebrow. ‘Well. That almost looked like tennis.’
Delilah laughed, breathless. Then she stopped laughing. ‘Hey, Cassie?’
Cassie raised an eyebrow. ‘Mm?’
She hesitated. ‘I said a lot, didn’t I? Yesterday.’
Cassie shrugged. ‘You said what needed saying.’
Delilah wasn’t sure Cassie was getting it. She tried again. ‘It was probably a bit much for you to have to listen to.’
‘Are you feeling like I read your diary?’ Cassie asked dryly.
Delilah flushed.
‘Look, it’s not my business. I just teach you tennis.’
That embarrassed Delilah even more. She supposed she’d thought that Cassie’s intervention meant something, that maybe they were more than just teacher and student. Maybe even friends. At least friendly. Because Cassie had said Delilah was her friend to Rena Rowe, hadn’t she? Had Delilah misheard her?
‘I wasn’t—’ she began. ‘I didn’t mean it to sound like—’
‘I didn’t know the movie was about her sexuality,’ Cassie said suddenly.
‘Amongst other things,’ Delilah said evenly.
Cassie bounced a ball twice. ‘Tennis has always been weird about queer players. Which is weird, seeing as there are so many of us.’
Cassie hit the next shot hard, ending the conversation with a thwack.
Delilah didn’t chase it. She just stood there, heart doing something weird in her chest.
Us. Cassie was queer.
‘The hell was that? You didn’t even bother going after it!’ Cassie admonished.
Delilah shook herself. ‘Oh, no, I… Yeah, sorry. Sorry,’
They practised for another half-hour. Delilah pushed herself harder than usual, maybe to drown out the confusion in her head. By the end, she was a sweaty, tired mess.
‘That’s time,’ Cassie said.
They were walking back to the bench when Delilah’s phone rang in her bag, an unknown number. She hesitated, then picked up. ‘Hello?’
‘Delilah. Hi. It’s James Rourke.’
Oh Christ, the director.
‘I just got off the phone with Rena Rowe,’ he said. ‘She’s agreed to reinstate the rights. I don’t know what you said to her, but… you saved the movie.’
Delilah blinked. ‘Seriously?’
‘Seriously. She wants a few script adjustments, but she’s on board. The studio’s ecstatic. And so am I. Thank you.’
‘No, thank you for the part.’
‘Can’t say you haven’t earned it!’ he said with a laugh. ‘Well, see you on set!’
They hung up. Delilah stared at the screen. Then at Cassie watching with absolutely no chill.
‘Well?!’ Cassie demanded.
Delilah could see that she cared. She’d done this because she cared.
Delilah launched forward, throwing her arms around Cassie before her brain could stop her. ‘You saved the movie!’
Cassie was caught completely off guard, but her arms came around Delilah after a beat. The hug was meant to be quick, celebratory, but something in it lingered. Cassie was so warm and solid…
Then they pulled apart. Too fast.
‘Right,’ Cassie said, rubbing the back of her neck. ‘Well. That’s… good.’
‘Yeah,’ Delilah said, not looking at her. ‘It’s great.’
The silence stretched, a little awkward now.
Delilah cleared her throat and reached for her water bottle. Cassie looked out over the court, squinting at the sun. Neither of them said anything else.



Thirty-Two
The shower should’ve been the reset. That was the point. Steam rising, sweat rinsing down the drain, the ache in her muscles easing under the heat. She stood under the stream longer than necessary, letting the water beat against her collarbone, her shoulders, the nape of her neck.
But the thoughts didn’t wash away with everything else.
Delilah’s arms around her. The smell of her. Sweat and sunblock and something underneath that Cassie couldn’t identify. Something sweet.
She closed her eyes. Pressed her forehead to the tile. Stupid. It had been a thank-you hug. That was all. She’d helped, and Delilah was grateful. It didn’t mean anything.
Cassie reached for the soap, then changed her mind. Her hand drifted lower. She tried not to picture anything.
As she crept closer to the peak of it, the lie fell away. Her mind was full of Delilah. The arch of her back in clumsy mid-swing. The sound she made when she missed a shot. Her face when the phone call came. And the hug.
When it was over, Cassie stood there in the steam, braced against the tiles. What the hell was she doing?
Delilah was a client, and Cassie had rules. Boundaries. A very good, very long-standing sense of self-control.
She turned off the shower abruptly and stepped out. God, if Delilah knew…
Cassie didn’t want this. Or maybe she did. And that was worse.



Thirty-Three
Delilah couldn’t sleep that night, not until the wee hours. She was too full of feeling. The movie was saved! By her! She was still going to be Tamsin Rowe! But she was still terrible at tennis! She still might fail!
It was a relief to drift off. At first. Then the dream started.
Cassie was there. At first, they were just talking, like they always did. A bit sharp, a bit sarcastic, a bit them. But then something shifted. Cassie reached out and touched her cheek, and everything inside Delilah lit up like a switch had been thrown.
They kissed, and it didn’t feel like a dream. Cassie’s mouth, her hands, the sound of her breath against Delilah’s skin—it all felt real.
Delilah woke with a gasp, twisted in the sheets, skin damp, heart galloping.
It took a moment to remember where she was. Her flat. Her bed. Alone. But not untouched.
Her hand had already moved between her legs instinctively, as if her body had kept going without her permission.
She froze for a moment, as if caught, even though no one was there. Then she closed her eyes and let herself feel it.
It was just hormones. It wasn’t about Cassie. Not really. It was just every single thing that made her up. Her face, her voice, her mouth, the dark braid trailing down her back, those arms…
Delilah arrived with thunderous force. A truly shocking bodily reaction.
Delilah turned over and dragged the pillow over her face, groaning softly into it.
What the hell was happening?



Thirty-Four
Cassie was painfully upright by the ball machine, dropping balls into the basket. She hadn’t said much when Delilah arrived. Just a polite hello. Checked in about her ankle, painfully civil.
Because anything else might make her transparent. And that couldn’t happen. Delilah couldn’t even get a hint of the horndog her coach was.
‘You OK?’ Delilah asked now, her voice a touch too casual.
Cassie looked up sharply, guilty. ‘Fine. Why?’
Delilah shrugged. ‘You’re being very… polite.’
‘I’m always polite.’
Delilah laughed. ‘Not really. You’re more…’
Cassie felt exposed in that moment, like it was all going to come out on the court. She was sincerely frightened. But she batted it down with all her will. ‘What am I?’
Delilah didn’t answer. She was fiddling with her racket, face unreadable. Her hair was tied back in a high ponytail today, just slightly uneven, like she’d done it in a hurry. Her hoodie sleeves were shoved up to the elbows. She looked strangely tense. Or maybe Cassie was just projecting.
Cassie looked down at the ball she’d just picked up. It was slightly scuffed. She tossed it and caught it again.
‘We’ll start with footwork,’ she said crisply. ‘Backhand recovery. You keep drifting on your exit step.’
Delilah nodded, too quickly. ‘Right. Yep. Drifting. Got it.’
They both moved toward the court like polite strangers playing roles in a 1940s public service announcement video about tennis.
Delilah positioned herself at the baseline, bouncing on her toes, with more bounce than seemed strictly necessary.
Cassie fed the first ball. Delilah misread it by a foot and stumbled sideways.
‘Sorry!’ she called, recovering clumsily. ‘I wasn’t ready.’
Cassie picked up another ball. ‘You were in position.’
‘Yeah, but mentally—’
‘Your body doesn’t care where your mind is,’ Cassie snapped. Then winced internally. That was too much. She softened her tone. ‘Again.’
The next feed was slower. Delilah connected, just barely, but her balance was all wrong, and the return skidded off her frame and into the fence.
‘Split earlier,’ Cassie called.
Delilah scowled. ‘I am splitting.’ She paused. ‘What’s splitting again?’
‘I’ve told you at least six times. Why isn’t it sticking?’
Delilah planted her hands on her hips.
‘You’re being personal,’ she said.
Cassie felt heat rise behind her ears. ‘I’m not.’
‘You are.’
Cassie opened her mouth and then closed it. She didn’t have the vocabulary for this moment. What was she supposed to say? I guess I’m overcompensating because I had an epic bean flick about you last night in the shower. Sorry about that.
Cassie swallowed. ‘I’m not here to be your buddy, Delilah. You want to be Tamsin Rowe? She didn’t pull this face every time a ball caught her off guard. She was ruthless. You’re flinching like the ball’s a bloody pit bull.’
Delilah stared at her.
‘OK,’ she said, voice low. ‘You know what? I’m going to go do footwork drills on my own.’
She turned, marched to the far end of the court, and started doing exaggerated side-shuffles.
Cassie let out a breath as she pinched the bridge of her nose. She sat down on the bench at the side of the court and stared at the ground. This was getting out of hand. This was exactly why professional boundaries existed. And she should know. She’d seen it from the other side. It stopped working when it got personal.
She was going to get a hold of herself. She was not going to think about her hand in the shower. She was not going to think about the way Delilah’s bum looked when she was serving. She was not going to think about the hug. She was not going to think about Delilah’s smell.
She was going to behave like a fucking coach.



Thirty-Five
Why was Cassie behaving like this? Did she know? She couldn’t. Could she?
Delilah shoved herself through another set of side-shuffles, feet burning, dignity in tatters.
However you sliced it, Cassie seemed to be mad at her. Was it because Cassie had sensed the crush forming, had seen a look in Delilah’s eye that gave the game away? Were her eyeballs betraying her? No wonder Cassie was trying to back away. She was uncomfortable.
‘Jesus Christ,’ she muttered, angry at herself.
‘What?’ Cassie asked from across the court.
Delilah had thought her self-admonishment had been beyond the range of Cassie’s ears, but apparently, her ears were as strong as those arms.
‘I need a break,’ Delilah said quickly, which was true. She couldn’t count the ways in which she meant that. ‘I’m knackered.’
‘You just started.’
Delilah shrugged.
‘Fine. Eat a banana.’
‘I don’t like bananas,’ Delilah said. ‘I prefer Jelly Babies.’ She went into her bag on the bench and pulled out a packet of the sweets.
Cassie rolled her eyes as Delilah went to yank the bag open. Delilah paused, stopped dead by Cassie’s expression. ‘What? I read they’re good for a little boost.’
‘That’s more of a runner thing and also stupid. Short release, not filling. Bananas are better. It’s a go-to tennis player snack.’
‘OK. But I don’t have a banana,’ Delilah pointed out.
Cassie pulled a banana out of her bag and tossed it to Delilah. ‘There.’
Delilah caught it awkwardly, dropping her sweet bag in the process, losing a few neon edible children. ‘I still don’t like them. Hate them, actually.’
Cassie raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m giving you a pro tip. Take it or don’t.’
Delilah raised both eyebrows. ‘You think I haven’t heard of bananas before?’
Cassie’s brow deepened more than Delilah had ever seen before. ‘Give it back, then.’
Delilah happily tossed it to her, thinking she’d either put it away or eat it in a normal fashion. She didn’t do that.
Cassie looked at the banana like it had personally wronged her, then peeled it in one savage yank, and crammed the whole thing into her mouth. Her jaw worked at lightning speed, cheeks bulging, eyes narrowed in deadly focus. Delilah just stood there, paralysed. She wasn’t sure if she’d just witnessed a snack or a mental break.
‘That was fucking insane,’ Delilah told her, agape.
‘It was professional banana eating,’ Cassie said, swallowing, panting. She promptly hiccupped.
Delilah didn’t have a response to that. So she picked her Jelly Babies back up and sat heavily on the bench, facing the court. She could feel Cassie sit down next to her, but didn’t look at her. Delilah wanted to say something. Anything.
They were both being weird. But it wasn’t just weird. It was loaded. They should talk. Get it out there. Deal with this… thing.
But if Delilah opened her mouth, she didn’t know what might come out: It might be, ‘Hey, I’m crushing on you, so what?’ but equally, it could be, ‘I made myself come thinking about you.’ Or: ‘Would have any interest whatsoever in hate-fucking me?’
So she just ate some Jelly Babies. A full mouth couldn’t say anything stupid.
She could still hear the thwack of last week’s miracle shot in her head. The way Cassie had smiled, just a fraction. The way she’d said, That’s how it starts.
It had started all right. And now Delilah didn’t know how to stop it.
Delilah forced herself to focus on the court lines, the faded white paint, the sweat sliding down her back. Her mouth still wanted to say stupid words, but she kept pushing sweets in to block them.
Eventually, she’d finished eating, and her mouth felt a lot less drunk. It was ready to be normal again. ‘Back to work,’ she said.
Cassie nodded once, as if nothing had happened. Which it hadn’t, if you weren’t a banana
Cassie stood, her muscles flexing as she moved to the baseline. Delilah’s stomach developed a small knot, not with longing but with the sharp, annoying awareness that she wasn’t going to stop noticing Cassie anytime soon.
But she had to. She absolutely had to. She was going to be Tamsin Rowe. That was the only thing she could think about. If she let herself get distracted, she’d blow her shot. And there wouldn’t be another one.



Thirty-Six
Sunday was Cassie’s day off.
She usually spent it reading bad novels, walking the long route for coffee, trying to remember how relaxing worked, if she’d ever known. She was not thinking about her general behaviour around Delilah. She was certainly not thinking about how she’d eaten a banana like a lunatic rather than face up to…
Nothing. There was nothing to face. What had happened in the shower was some sort of freak hormonal accident.
Her phone rang. She ignored it. It rang again. Cassie looked at it. Delilah.
‘It’s Sunday,’ Cassie said when she picked up, not unkindly.
‘I know,’ Delilah said, sounding off. ‘But I need to ask you something, and I want the truth.’
Cassie sat forward on the couch, braced. ‘Go on.’
‘Brutal honesty, please. No soft coaching voice.’
Oh, this was about tennis. Thank God. ‘I don’t have a soft coaching voice,’ she pointed out.
Delilah didn’t laugh. That was how Cassie knew she was serious.
‘Do I look like a tennis player?’ she asked.
Cassie took a moment to consider the most real answer that wasn’t cutting. ‘You don’t look like someone who’s never picked up a racket. Which is where we started.’
A pause. Then: ‘But not like someone who’s played all her life.’
‘No.’
Delilah sighed like she’d been hoping for a different answer but knew the truth.
‘I need to be better,’ she said. ‘A lot better. Before rehearsals.’
Cassie leaned back on the couch. ‘Why? They’ll have a double. They’ll bring in a coach.’
Delilah was quiet for a moment. Then, flatly: ‘Exactly. I have to be able to match up to someone who’s playing serious tennis. I’m not there, am I?’
Cassie rubbed a hand over her face. She didn’t know how to respond.
‘I thought I could fake it. And I’m trying, but… I’m still shit, Cass.’
‘You’re not shit,’ Cassie said. ‘You’re better.’
‘I need to get there,’ Delilah said desperately.
Cassie said nothing for a long moment. Then: ‘If you want to go hard, like actually hard, we can. I’m talking all day, every day. Playing every minute the sun’s up.’
Cassie was sure Delilah wouldn’t take that offer up. That she’d only want something more. Maybe three hours a day. But she said, eagerly. ‘Really?’
Cassie hesitated. ‘Yes. But I don’t think the club is going to work for that. I can book a court in short blocks, but it’s used for other things too, like classes and private games. They won’t let me use one all day every day, not like we need.’
‘Do you know another place?’ Delilah asked.
Cassie did. The Larchfield Programme. She hadn’t been back in years. With extremely good reason. It was run by her former coach. Her former, well, everything.
She hadn’t spoken to Petra in years. Not properly. Not since it all happened. This was a big ask, this last minute, at the height of the season. Nobody else would grant this favour. Petra might not, actually. Cassie could only hope there was a teaspoon of guilt she could exploit.
‘It’s a serious place. It’s not a holiday.’
‘I’m serious,’ Delilah said stubbornly. Cassie had to smile.
‘Give me a bit of time. I’ll see what I can work out.’
Delilah’s silence was immediate and grateful. Then she said softly: ‘Thanks.’
They hung up.
Cassie stared at the phone for a moment. Then she exhaled and pulled up the number she hadn’t dialled in years.
She hesitated just a beat longer. Then tapped Call. The phone rang. And rang. And rang.
Cassie shut her eyes. Then Petra picked up.
‘Well,’ she said. ‘Hell’s frozen over.’



Thirty-Seven
Delilah was already standing by the door, dressed and ready. Her bag was packed neatly at her feet. She was ready. She hoped.
The bell went, and Delilah opened it before it finished ringing. Cassie’s finger was still in the air. ‘Jesus, you’re keen.’
‘Bet your arse,’ Delilah said, wanting to sound tough and prepared. It was obviously bullshit, but she didn’t know how to prepare for this. So acting would have to do.
‘Let’s shove off, then,’ Cassie said.
Delilah nodded, her knees wobbly with fear. She hoped Cassie couldn’t tell.
**
The roads were almost empty, the world still slow to wake as they drove away from the town and into the wider countryside. The landscape changed quickly, fields opening wide.
‘So, about where we’re headed… The Larchfield Programme. It’s not your average tennis camp.’
‘I’m sure it’s nothing like the many tennis camps of my youth,’ Delilah said dryly.
Cassie breathed down her nose in an irritated gesture, but Delilah saw one corner of her mouth go up slightly. ‘It’s in the middle of nowhere. The food is extremely boring, but good for athletes. It’s geared toward a lack of distraction. They don’t even have TVs.’
Delilah tried to picture the place. She conjured a tennis prison.
‘And we’ll be there for two weeks?’ she asked.
‘Two weeks, full immersion.’ She paused. ‘No Jelly Babies,’ she added with a thin smile.
Delilah chuckled. ‘You think I didn’t pack my own?’ She had a giant sack of the little bastards. Time would tell if she just ended up stress eating them on day one.
Cassie cleared her throat. ‘We’ll be sharing a cabin.’
‘Oh!’ Delilah exclaimed without meaning to.
Cassie threw her the quickest of looks. ‘No choice in that, I’m afraid. I had to pull in a favour from the director. Petra. She’s… not my biggest fan. So we were lucky to get what we got.’
Delilah heard the implication, the story behind the favour. But she didn’t press.
‘Thank you,’ Delilah said. ‘I appreciate this. I’m sure you had to cancel a lot of other clients to do this.’
‘I did, but I’d be shocked if they gave a shit. And your agent agreed to cover the time. So you don’t need to thank me.’
‘Yes, I do,’ Delilah said.
Cassie didn’t reply. Only sighed down her nose again.
Delilah decided not to bother Cassie again and let the quiet between them stretch.
They turned onto a narrower lane, trees arching overhead.
Delilah’s heartbeat sped up a notch. She was scared. Exhausted just thinking about the work ahead. But beneath it all, a fragile thread of excitement wound through her. This is a chance to prove something, even if it was just to herself. That she could earn this.
That was, of course, if she could stay focused. And that should be no problem now that she was living with Cassie, right?



Thirty-Eight
Cassie manoeuvred the car carefully along the narrow lane. Ahead, the wrought-iron gates of The Larchfield Programme appeared, huge and imposing. You better be fucking good, they said.
But Cassie wasn’t bringing a tennis phenom. She was bringing Delilah.
Delilah sat beside her, stiff and quiet. Cassie could smell the fear. That was OK, though. Fear wasn’t always bad. If she wanted to get to where she said she did, she was going to need a bit.
But Cassie just didn’t want Delilah to be afraid of her. Which meant that Cassie needed to go back to whatever it was that Delilah seemed to respond to. Which did not include tantrums or consuming bananas like an unhinged gorilla. She needed to sort her shit out.
The gates creaked open as Cassie approached. A gold buggy stopped right in front of her, and out stepped Petra, her sharp gaze immediately assessing them both. She was wiry and sun-browned, her posture ramrod straight, as if she had a tennis racket shoved up her arse. She didn’t look that different, all told. But she also sort of did. Because the last time Cassie had seen her, she’d loved her. And that was now long gone. It made her look oddly… shorter?
‘Bringing a new recruit?’ she asked in her light Russian accent.
Cassie forced herself to meet that gaze without flinching. ‘Yup.’
Petra’s eyes flicked to Delilah, who was rigid with tension, then back to Cassie. ‘Who is she?’
Cassie’s heart skipped, but she kept her tone light. ‘Just someone I’m coaching.’ Which couldn’t have been truer. Cassie wasn’t going to call her a player. She didn’t like to lie.
Petra’s gaze sharpened, the faintest smile playing on her lips. ‘Someone? That’s not very specific.’
Cassie shrugged, unwilling to offer more. ‘She wants to improve her game. That’s all.’
Petra stepped closer, leaning down to the car window. Cassie told herself not to shrink.
‘This is a small place. If she’s going to be training here, I need to know what I’m dealing with,’ Petra said.
Cassie held Petra’s eyes evenly, steady as a rock. ‘Delilah’s here to train with me, not to audition for you. That’s what we agreed, right? Just a spot. No interference.’
Petra’s eyes narrowed, as if trying to see through Cassie’s head, but she didn’t press further. Instead, she gestured down the road. ‘I’ll need you to sign some paperwork, waivers and such, in the office. I’ll lead you there,’ she said.
That was unnecessary. Cassie knew the way; there was only one road. It was clearly some kind of silly little power trip that Cassie would ignore.
‘Thank you for this,’ Cassie said, forcing the words out.
Petra shrugged. ‘Call it debts paid.’
Cassie chuckled without humour. ‘If you like.’
Cassie followed Petra’s golf buggy down the road. As the car rolled over the gravel, the crunch beneath the tyres rang in Cassie’s ears. The camp spread out around them: tiny rustic cabins, a dozen or so tennis courts strung with fresh nets, the large wooden dining hall and the adjoining offices.
She tried not to let the sight unearth anything in her.
Delilah sighed beside her. ‘So… Petra’s terrifying,’ she said cheerily.
‘You won’t need to deal with her,’ Cassie said softly. She hoped it was true.



Thirty-Nine
Delilah sat on the wooden bench outside the office, surrounded by the squeak of trainers and the thud of balls. Through the window, she watched Cassie signing something, Petra hovering over her shoulder.
Watching them, you couldn’t miss the obvious. There was beef. But it was more than that. There was more than a falling out between coach and student here.
Unable to stop her curiosity, Delilah pulled out her phone and typed ‘Petra tennis coach’ in the search bar.
Her full name was Petra Androvich. She was a Russian player turned coach, and she was in her forties, Delilah was surprised to learn. She looked younger.
Images popped up. Photos of Petra in action on the tennis court, holding up gleaming trophies, and then some shots of her and Cassie on courts together in later years. A few forums hinted at a close relationship with Cassie, some even suggesting they had been involved beyond the professional.
So, Petra was Cassie’s ex-girlfriend.
A sharp pang of jealousy hit Delilah. The contrast between Petra’s polished perfection and her own awkward fumbling was impossible to ignore.
Petra was everything Delilah was not: poised, authoritative, quaffed. Next to someone like Petra, Delilah, though thirty-one, felt like a clumsy kid.
Cassie could never take a silly actress seriously if she’s used to someone like Petra, she found herself thinking.
But then, a second, sterner voice in her mind said, That’s not what this is about. Delilah was here to learn. Not to compete with scary Russian dominatrixes for Cassie’s attention. Cassie was her teacher, not her love interest.
She slipped her phone into her pocket, heeding the second voice. No distractions. No fantasies. I need to focus. Cassie’s doing this for me. I can’t let anything mess it up.
Cassie came out of the office looking oddly tired. Delilah met her eyes and gave a small, grateful smile, trying hard to believe that the past between Cassie and Petra had precisely jack shit to do with her and what she needed to get out of this time,
‘OK, we’re in cabin eight,’ Cassie told her. ‘But leave your stuff here. Someone will take it over. We’re headed straight for a court.’
Delilah followed Cassie, never more out of her element than she was at this place. And being out of place was Delilah’s job. To find her way into whoever she was today. The Larchfield Programme? She could never belong here.
But Tamsin Rowe could, she reminded herself. This was her world. Delilah had to earn it. Earn her.
***
An hour later, Cassie was trying not to look as horrified as she obviously felt. ‘OK, that was fine.’
Delilah, hands on her knees, looked up at Cassie, panting. ‘Fine? What the hell just happened?’
Cassie bit her lip. ‘You’re OK.’
‘No, I’m not. I just played what I’m pretty sure was the worst tennis played on planet Earth. Maybe beyond, we don’t know yet without further exploration.’
‘You’re OK, Delilah, really. You’re obviously just a little shaken up by the location change,’ Cassie told her.
Delilah looked around her at the neighbouring courts. She could only hope that the athletes on either side of her were too focused on their own sessions to see what had just taken place.
‘Can you blame me?’ she said quietly.
Cassie shook her head. ‘No, I can’t. I can remember my first time here. I was trying to compete against people I wasn’t even playing. It didn’t go well.’
That was somewhat reassuring, but still, Delilah couldn’t believe it. It might have been worse than her first day.
‘Alright,’ Cassie said, her voice calm but firm. ‘Forget the last hour. It’s the first pancake, that’s all. Reset. Let’s start with your serve. Remember everything we worked on. The toss, the grip, the follow-through. I want to see control, not power.’
Delilah nodded, gripping the racket tightly, absorbing Cassie’s soothing tone. She took a deep breath and reset, as instructed. Her first serve flew awkwardly wide, missing the mark entirely. She winced.
‘Again,’ Cassie prompted, her eyes sharp.
This time, Delilah managed a decent serve, the ball landing just inside the service box. A flicker of triumph warmed her chest.
‘Better,’ Cassie said, a hint of approval slipping into her tone.
As they continued throughout the day, Delilah felt the exhaustion creeping in—muscles aching, breath shortening—but she pushed through it, determined not to disappoint. She glanced toward the main lodge. It was too far to see Petra, but she could picture her, standing at a window, arms crossed, an amused smirk on her face at Delilah’s ‘skills’.
The thought stirred something inside Delilah. If imaginary Petra expected her to keep being crap, then she was going to be imaginarily disappointed.
Hopefully.
After a few more serves, Cassie finally lowered the basket. ‘You’ve got the basics down,’ she said. ‘It’s just about building on it now.’
Delilah swallowed, nodding again. ‘Thank you, Cassie. For… everything.’
Cassie smiled briefly. ‘Don’t get mushy on me now.’
Delilah laughed, light but genuine. For the first time since the dream incident, she felt a break in the clouds between her and Cassie. They were going to get past the weirdness. It would be OK.
The sun dipped below the horizon as they moved into another set of drills. For now, all that mattered was the ball, the racket, and her determination not to suck.



Forty
The camp’s dining hall was modest. Rough-hewn beams, simple tables, and a low ceiling. It was designed to be Spartan, lest you forget… This ain’t no holiday camp.
Cassie watched Delilah slowly picking at her food, the fork trembling slightly as she prodded at a piece of some type of vegetable. Her skin was flushed, beads of sweat still drying along her hairline, and the exhaustion was written clearly in the slump of her shoulders. This kind of physical training was a shock for someone unused to the rigours of sport.
But she hadn’t complained about how hard Cassie worked her. Not once. That surprised Cassie. Delilah wasn’t averse to the odd moan. Cassie could only assume the stoicism was her way of expressing gratitude for what Cassie was doing for her. Which, in and of itself, Cassie was happy to do. If it hadn’t been for the Petra element, she’d have been having something close to a good time today.
But knowing Petra lurked nearby was salt in a paper cut.
Delilah, apparently a mind reader, broke the quiet. ‘So,’ she began, casually, ‘what’s the deal with Petra? She was your trainer, right?’
Cassie’s fork paused mid-air. She wasn’t ready to spill any type of tea and certainly not within possible earshot of Petra herself. She forced herself to keep her tone even, neutral.
‘Yep,’ Cassie said and put the food in her mouth.
Delilah didn’t look satisfied. ‘I read a bit online,’ she said quietly, lowering her voice like she was confessing a secret, ‘about how she coached some of the top players. People say she’s one of the best.’
‘Look, Delilah,’ Cassie said, voice firmer now, ‘I’m here to help you with your tennis, not to dish with you about Petra.’
Delilah was chastisement itself. ‘Oh god. Sorry. You’re right. None of my beeswax.’
Cassie felt angry with herself. That had been a bit too hostile. She tried to soften her tone. ‘How’s the food?’
Delilah managed a small smile as she pushed her plate away. ‘You weren’t kidding about the food. Do they really have to boil everything?’
Cassie chuckled, wondering if she should apologise for her little outburst. Delilah had only tried to make conversation, and who could blame her for the topic choice? You’d have to be totally self-involved to miss the poisonous atmosphere between her and Petra. And Delilah wasn’t that.
Cassie wanted to be honest, but the truth was embarrassing. She didn’t want Delilah to see into her in that way. Delilah respected her as a coach. All that messy stuff would muddy those waters.
Pushing her plate aside, Cassie stood and stretched. ‘We should turn in. You need the rest.’
Delilah nodded and stood, and they left the dining hall together. And Cassie realised what came next. Shared quarters.



Forty-One
Delilah followed Cassie up the narrow path.
The sky was a gorgeous deep indigo, not a cloud to be seen, but all Delilah could focus on was the small cabin ahead of them.
Weathered timber, a sloping roof, a single lantern casting a soft glow by the door. Almost self-consciously simple, it felt pointed. As if it were whispering: Welcome to Camp Tennis Cult, surrender your personality at the door. There is only tennis. You are tennis.
But that wasn’t what was bothering her.
Her fingers clenched and unclenched at her sides as she stepped onto the porch. Cohabitation with Cassie was more than she’d bargained for. They weren’t friends exactly, though clearly much more than acquaintances, and not totally like colleagues. Delilah didn’t quite have the word for what they were. But this? Sharing living space? It was a jump of at least five levels above their current status, such as it was.
Cassie pushed the door open, stepping inside first. Delilah paused at the door to look. There were bunk beds pushed into the corner, a small dresser, and a window looking out onto the dark trees beyond. A door at the other end implied a bathroom. And that was that.
Delilah glanced toward Cassie, who was already dropping her bag by her bed and loosening the laces on her trainers.
She looked up. ‘You coming in?’
Delilah laughed at herself and crossed the threshold, shutting the door behind her. ‘Well, this is…’
Cassie gave a short nod, glancing up. ‘I know. I think it’s meant to discourage lingering.’
Delilah searched for a compliment. It was a struggle. ‘It looks very clean,’ she eventually said.
‘Can I take the top bunk?’ Cassie asked.
‘You want the top bunk?’ Delilah asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Nobody wants the top bunk.’
‘I do.’
Delilah narrowed her eyes. ‘What’s next, you’ll fight me for the smaller pillow?’
Cassie gave her a half-smile, dumping her bag on the top bed and beginning to unpack.
Delilah watched her for a moment. She realised there was something else she needed to say. ‘Thanks. For doing all this. For the camp, for… everything. I know it can’t be easy.’
Cassie stopped unpacking and turned, meeting her eyes with a flicker of something softer. ‘You’ve already thanked me.’
‘I know, but…’
‘You’re working hard. That’s the way to thank me,’ Cassie told her.
‘I guess I just feel like I’ve asked a lot of you since we started. Too much,’ Delilah admitted.
‘You deserve to get to the point you want to be at. And I think you can do it,’ Cassie said.
Delilah’s gaze dropped to her hands, fiddling with the hem of her T-shirt. ‘Well, I guess it’s bedtime,’ she murmured.
Cassie nodded. ‘It would have to be, wouldn’t it? The place only has beds.’
‘Do you mind if I take the bathroom, get a shower? My clothes are ready to walk off by themselves.’
Cassie nodded. ‘Be my guest.’
Delilah headed for the bathroom, trying to set aside her nerves. It all depended on these two weeks. She couldn’t afford to let anything else matter.



Forty-Two
The bunk creaked when Cassie rolled over, the thin mattress shifting beneath her. She lay still, staring at the grain of the wooden wall a few inches from her face. She imagined a face in it. It was mean and sneering.
She shifted onto her back, folded her hands over her stomach. The air smelled of wet wood, mostly. At the edge of it was something else, probably drifting up from Delilah. Fruity and sweet.
When she’d invited Delilah to come to this camp, it had felt like the right decision. A turning point. A chance for Delilah to get out of her head and into her body. Build muscle memory that couldn’t be denied.
But here, now, she wasn’t so sure about that call.
She rubbed the heel of her hand against her forehead. It wasn’t just the Petra thing. It was all of it. The way Delilah looked at her sometimes, like she was trying to read her like a book. Cassie hated how aware she was of that.
It had been years since anyone had looked at her like that. Like there might be something worth seeing beneath the brim of her cap.
She told herself she was imagining it. That Delilah couldn’t see the whole picture, and she shouldn’t be allowed to. That she needed to keep the lines clear. Trainer and trainee. Professional. Impersonal. And above all, controlled.
But another part of her—a smaller, more traitorous part—wondered if Delilah had already seen through the performance.
After all, hadn’t Cassie gone out of her way to help her? More than she would for most? For anyone?
She told herself it was because she was making decent money every hour she spent with her. That was all. But deep down, she knew better.
She shouldn’t have come here. There was too much personal shit spread around this place. Delilah was going to see too much. She was going to see Cassie’s mushy little centre. Cassie couldn’t have that. She was supposed to be solid.
But lying there in the dark, her mind racing, a small knot in her stomach, Cassie couldn’t help but wonder if it was too late. What if Delilah had already seen her?
A truly horrific thought.



Forty-Three
Delilah blinked awake to the sound of birds.
Not city pigeons and traffic and the tinny whine of a neighbour’s alarm, but actual birdsong. Full-throated and obnoxiously chipper. She lay there for a moment, resisting the call of the cold floor and the inevitable sweat of the day ahead.
But after a minute, the claustrophobia of the lower bunk was too much, and she got up. Cassie was right. This place really discouraged malingering.
She glanced at the top bunk, but it was empty, the bed already made, military tight.
Delilah yawned, rubbing sleep from her eyes, and checked the time on her phone. It was barely gone six. Her shoulder still ached faintly, a dull little throb from yesterday’s drills. She stretched it cautiously, then dressed quickly. Then realised the front door was open a crack. She stepped outside and squinted against the early light.
Cassie was out front, barefoot on the patch of lawn in front of the cabin, arms raised overhead in a stretch that set the muscles along her back rippling under her vest. Delilah hesitated, leaning against the doorframe, frozen by the sight. Heat pricked Delilah’s cheeks, and she looked away, furious with herself for leering like some creep at the gym.
She was quick to shake it off. She was not here for that, she told herself for the tenth time.
And Cassie certainly wasn’t. She was paying some sort of price to be here, Delilah could see. Not that she’d say so in a million years. Still, Delilah noticed, and she appreciated it. And appreciation didn’t include ogling.
Cassie glanced over her shoulder and caught her watching.
‘You’re up early,’ she said.
‘So are you.’
Cassie didn’t reply. She bent low into a hamstring stretch, gaze fixed on the ground.
‘I didn’t realise you were a morning person,’ Delilah said, trying to break the ice.
Cassie rolled her eyes. ‘I’m not. I just didn’t see the point of staying in bed pretending.’
Delilah offered a small smile. ‘That bad, eh?’
Cassie straightened and looked at her for a moment. ‘It’s just the mattress.’
Delilah nodded. ‘Not exactly Tempur-Pedic.’
Cassie smiled thinly. ‘You stretch yet?’
Delilah shrugged. ‘Was gonna do it now.’
‘Then do it.’
They stood side by side for a while in silence, moving through warm-ups in sync. Cassie didn’t speak, but Delilah watched her carefully. Whatever was bothering her, it wasn’t small. And it wasn’t new.
Delilah wished she could ask. But she knew better. If she asked, Cassie would slam shut harder than her little brother’s laptop that time she barged into his room without knocking.
Still, it was hard. Hard to like someone as much as she liked Cassie and feel the door bang shut every time she got near. Cassie had gone above and beyond for her, but she’d drawn a line in the sand early, and Delilah had learned to respect it.
Mostly.
She risked a glance sideways. ‘Will we see Petra today, do you think?’
Cassie gave her a look.
‘I’m sorry. I’m not asking,’ Delilah said quickly.
Cassie dropped out of her stretch. ‘I shouldn’t have snapped at you last night. It’s natural to wonder about me and Petra. But there’s not much to say about her, that’s all.’
Delilah was slightly stunned for a second. She hadn’t expected an apology. Should she just take it and be grateful? Or should she push her luck and inevitably piss Cassie off?
She was so close to managing the first option. But in the end, her Delilah-ness won out. ‘So… what was she like as a coach?’
Cassie went back to stretching. A full thirty seconds passed before she said grudgingly, ‘Tough.’
Delilah kept her tone neutral. ‘She seemed… I don’t know, it felt like you guys weren’t on the best of terms.’
Cassie’s mouth twitched. But she said nothing more.
Delilah didn’t push. She didn’t say You looked like you’d seen a ghost or You’ve been wound tighter than usual ever since we got here. She just thought those things very hard.
Cassie straightened, brushing her hands off on her shorts. ‘You coming to breakfast?’
‘Yeah,’ Delilah said. ‘Let me grab my trainers.’
Cassie nodded, already turning toward the path. And Delilah stood there for a second, watching her retreat. She didn’t need to know everything. She just wished Cassie trusted her enough to let her in a little. Just a crack.
But not yet. Maybe not ever. So Delilah followed her down the path, leaving it alone. For now.



Forty-Four
The morning drills had been brutal.
She’d pushed Delilah hard, maybe harder than usual, harder than her elbow liked, that was for sure. But Delilah hadn’t complained. She’d taken every ball, every correction, with her jaw tight and her eyes bright.
Cassie had just handed her a towel when she caught the shape at the edge of her vision. Standing on the next court, arms folded, sunglasses perched in her hair, barking at a twelve-year-old girl to get the dropshot sorted. Petra.
It brought back memories. Some good, some bad.
But Cassie didn’t let her expression shift. She nodded once at Delilah, who was now guzzling water like she’d been dragged through a desert.
‘Cool down. Foam roll after. I’ll meet you at the mess hall.’
Delilah gave a half-salute with the bottle.
Cassie turned away and walked toward the far end of the court, towards the dining hall. She didn’t realise Petra was following until she was in step with her. ‘She’s not a tennis player.’
Cassie didn’t answer. She kept walking.
‘Cass.’
Cassie span to Petra. ‘Don’t call me that.’
Petra smiled. ‘Come on. You know what I mean. I’ve been watching. Who is she? Why would you bring her here?’
Cassie came to a stop and turned to Petra.
‘It’s none of your business.’
Petra tilted her head, a wry smile on her lips. ‘Oh, I think it might be. This is my place, and your being here is a favour.’
Cassie sighed. ‘Then kick us out.’
Petra pretended she hadn’t said that. ‘Since when do you play mentor, anyway? You walked out of the game after… I thought you were done.’
‘What do you care how done I am?’ Cassie said, trying to stay cool.
‘I’ve been keeping tabs on you,’ Petra told her. ‘You coach amateurs now, right? Is that what she is? Maybe some rich girl who wants to play at being Serena?’
Cassie had forgotten this way of talking that Petra had. The way that always made Cassie feel two steps behind, like she was about to lose a point in a game she hadn’t even realised they were playing. She didn’t miss it.
‘Why do you care?’ Cassie asked her. It was the only way to put her on the back foot. Accuse her of emotion. Petra didn’t like to be caught feeling things.
Petra shrugged, too casual. ‘Maybe I’m just curious.’
‘She’s someone trying to be better. That’s all you need to know,’ Cassie told her flatly. She wouldn’t give Petra anything more than that. You never knew how she’d use information.
Petra gave her a long look. ‘OK, Cassie.’
Cassie looked away. In the distance, Delilah had moved to the side of the court, head down, working on stretches like she was trying to make herself invisible.
‘Is that it? Are you done with this interrogation?’
‘You think that’s what this is?’ Petra’s voice was softer now. ‘I just wanted to talk to you. It’s been a long time.’
‘Whose fault is that?’ Cassie asked.
Petra exhaled. ‘Cassie—’
‘Don’t.’
Petra moved in a step closer, something flickering in her eyes. ‘Are you seeing anyone?’
Cassie laughed. ‘Seriously? You want to know who I’m seeing?’
Petra’s expression quickly shifted into something emptier. ‘I’m just—’
‘Concerned?’ Cassie cut in. ‘Don’t be. You made your feelings pretty clear when you dumped me the minute I wasn’t useful anymore.’
Petra almost flinched. ‘I didn’t dump you because you weren’t useful,’ she said quickly. ‘You were… Christ. Things were changing. You were so fucking angry. I didn’t know how to talk to you anymore.’
Cassie shook her head. ‘You didn’t try. You saw my career ending, and you got out early. That’s what happened.’
Petra looked down, arms folded over her chest. ‘That’s not what happened.’
‘It’s not?’ Cassie’s voice rose, but not loud. In the back of her mind, she wanted to ensure this did not reach as far as Delilah. ‘You were my coach. You were my partner. And the second my career was over, you were gone. No warning. No conversation. Just a voicemail and then you blocked me.’
‘I was overwhelmed,’ Petra admitted.
‘So was I,’ Cassie said. ‘I’d lost everything I’d worked for. And then I lost you.’
They stood there for a moment, the silence heavy with all the things neither of them had ever gotten to say. Petra’s arm twitched, like it wanted to reach out. Cassie took a step back.
‘If you’re here to stir up shit, don’t. I’ve got better things to do.’ She turned and walked away, not looking back once.
Cassie kept walking, her steps heavy, deliberate, until she reached the edge of the property where the courts gave way to a narrow, overgrown trail. She ducked into the shade of the trees, where the sun barely touched the ground, and finally let herself slump against the trunk of a gnarled oak.
Her hands shook slightly as she pressed them to her face. She wasn’t crying for Petra; she didn’t want her back. No, it was everything: the career cut short, the loss of control, the years of discipline and sacrifice that had amounted to nothing. She was supposed to be something, and it wasn’t… this.
Tears came, and she let them fall. She let herself feel the grief and hurt and disappointment for once in her life. It hurt like hell.
Then a voice broke in. ‘Cassie…’ Delilah said softly and tentatively.
Cassie lifted her head, shocked, wiping at her cheeks. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said.
Delilah shook her head. ‘It’s not nothing.’
Cassie didn’t know what to say. But then Delilah sat down next to her. She didn’t say anything else. They sat like that for a long minute. Cassie let herself lean back into the trunk again, a little less rigid. Not comforted, exactly. But not alone.
Delilah reached out, hand hovering near her shoulder, then settled it lightly on the tree. Still, she didn’t say anything.



Forty-Five
Delilah noticed Cassie looking at Petra.
For a moment, she felt a hot stab of jealousy. Before she could begin to reprimand herself—something along the lines of, she’s not your toy and it’s not up to you who plays with her—she noticed the misery in Cassie.
She realised Petra was not someone to envy. Because Petra had obviously hurt Cassie very, very badly. And Delilah didn’t need that explained anymore. She’d just had to use her eyes and really look at Cassie while they talked. Despite Cassie’s best efforts, it was plain on her.
Cassie told her to cool down and left suddenly. Delilah did as she was told, noticing that Petra’s session with her young player ended abruptly. She walked the same way as Cassie.
Delilah didn’t stop stretching. This was none of her beeswax.
She had herself believing that for nearly a minute before she gave up and went after Cassie. She wasn’t sure exactly why she was chasing after them. Cassie didn’t need a white knight. She was the white knight. How many times had she come to Delilah’s rescue?
Then she saw them. Cassie was walking angrily away while Petra stood there like her batteries had been pulled out, looking wounded and unhappy, a mile away from the usual woman of iron.
Delilah didn’t care about her anyway. She followed Cassie, at a distance, to a trail. Delilah slowed, suddenly afraid of intruding, but she pressed on. And then she saw her.
Cassie was slumped against a tree, shoulders shaking, hands pressed to her face. The sight stopped Delilah cold. She hadn’t expected this. Not that Cassie would cry, though—she was always so strong, so controlled. But it was how small she looked, how vulnerable. It made Delilah’s heart hurt.
She had a choice to make. She could attempt to comfort Cassie and risk angering her, or walk away and pretend she hadn’t seen this.
‘Cassie…’
Cassie lifted her head just enough for Delilah to see her red, streaked cheeks. She tried to wipe at her face, like she thought she was going to be able to scrub away the last minute and pretend Delilah wasn’t finding her in this way.
‘It’s nothing,’ Cassie said, voice brittle at the edges.
Delilah shook her head, a little unsteadily. ‘It’s not nothing.’ Her voice was quiet, careful. This was a very fragile moment.
She sat down next to Cassie, in the leaves and dirt, heart hammering in her ears. Her hand hovered near Cassie’s shoulder, almost shaking from her own nerves, then she let it rest lightly near her, though, of course, not on her. That might spook her. And Delilah wanted to be here for her. For so many reasons.
The heat pressed down on them, but Delilah barely noticed. Her focus was on Cassie. She wasn’t done crying, but she was doing it quietly.
Then, with a last shuddering breath, Cassie seemed to run out of feeling. Slowly, like coaxing a wild animal, Delilah placed a hand on her shoulder. She expected resistance, a flinch, some sign she’d crossed a line.
But Cassie didn’t move.
Moments passed. And then Cassie gave way, slumping sideways, into her. The movement stole Delilah’s breath. Instinctively, she slid her arm around Cassie’s back, drawing her closer.
And just like that, she realised, with something close to awe, she was holding Cassie.



Forty-Six
Cassie was on her bunk, eyes wide open, counting the cracks in the ceiling. Twelve. It might be thirteen, but the last one was possibly just a dead spider. She couldn’t decide.
She hadn’t meant to let Delilah hold her. Cassie should have shoved her off. Should have laughed, or turned, or done anything to break the contact. But she didn’t. She sat there and let it happen. Leaned in to it, even.
And now she couldn’t stop replaying it.
She’d meant to hold herself together, like always. To be a wall. But something in Delilah had crept in without Cassie noticing.
And that was the part that made her stomach twist.
She’d spent the last ten years learning to be untouchable, building walls so high she couldn’t even see over them. Not just because of Petra, but mostly… Well, yeah, actually. Because of Petra. That poisonous first love.
What began as coaching turned quickly into something intense and deep and very physical. Cassie had believed they were built to last. The dream team. Maybe not easy, but who wanted easy, anyway? Things were only valuable when earned. That’s what life had taught Cassie. And she’d been willing to keep earning Petra every day. She’d been willing to fight to love her.
Then Cassie’s elbow had given up, and Petra had ended it like she ended a drill, and with about as much feeling. And Cassie had been left gutted.
After that, she’d sworn off anything that could expose her again. There’d been flings, yes. Quick things. Things easily kept behind the wall.
But when Delilah’s arms closed around her, Cassie let them. Worse, she melted into them.
Afterwards, Cassie had quietly asked for some time alone and had come back to the cabin to lie here thinking. Delilah, with maximum respect, had not come back till after sunset. Cassie had turned to the wall and pretended to be asleep until Delilah was secured in the bottom bunk.
And here Cassie lay, hours later, pulling it all apart. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ she muttered. She realised she’d spoken aloud, and she held her breath to hear signs of consciousness from beneath her.
A long, long pause. And then, a snore. Cassie breathed again.
This wasn’t her. She didn’t fall apart in front of people. She didn’t let anyone see her like that.
And yet…
Delilah was closing in. Cassie had thought she could hold her ground, keep the boundaries sharp.
But they were slipping. Everything was slipping. And for Cassie, that was just about the worst thing she could imagine.



Forty-Seven
Cassie was different in the morning.
Not rude, not cold exactly, just… clipped. Professional. Like the softness from the day before had been some kind of glitch in the system, and Cassie had rebooted overnight.
Of course, they did not discuss their moment. Cassie was pretending it hadn’t happened, and Delilah knew better than to call her on it. If Cassie was writing over it all, there wasn’t a thing Delilah could do about that.
But she was allowed to think about it. Cassie couldn’t stop that.
The solid weight of Cassie against her side, the faint tremor in her shoulders that slowed once she leaned in, the warmth of her breath at Delilah’s temple. For a heartbeat, Cassie had trusted her body to rest there, and Delilah had held her as carefully as she knew how, terrified of breaking the spell.
It hadn’t lasted long. But it had been real.
And now, with Cassie sitting across the table as though none of it had ever happened, Delilah held onto that memory, the only proof she hadn’t dreamed it.
Cassie cleared her throat, gaze fixed on her mug. ‘Serve again today. Focus on getting your toss consistent. Too many are short.’
Delilah nodded, fiddling nervously with the yoghurt lid. ‘Right… um… maybe my footwork? I keep… crossing over the wrong way.’
‘Mm.’ Cassie sipped her coffee, expression unreadable. ‘Ladder drills would help that.’
Around them, other players murmured over cereal and toast. Petra breezed in behind them like she owned the place, her eyes brushing over Cassie before she moved on to berate a Canadian junior by the coffee machine.
Cassie didn’t react. Not outwardly. But Delilah saw the tiny lock of her jaw.
‘She’s not worth your time,’ Delilah told her.
For a second, Cassie froze. Then her mouth parted, as if she was going to say something.
But then it snapped shut. Cassie rose, coffee in hand. ‘We’re on court in twenty. Don’t be late.’
And that was it.
Delilah watched her go. She didn’t want to push, but she hated the way last night was being erased, like it had never happened.
She wasn’t naïve. She didn’t mistake closeness for romance. But there’d been a moment…
But fine. Delilah could wear masks, too. It was actually her job. She just never thought she’d need one with Cassie.
***
Delilah had beaten the dinner rush today, and the dining hall was quiet. She ate slowly, trying not to look like she was brooding.
Cassie had begged off a little early with a vague excuse about ‘something I need to attend to,’ which Delilah had pretended to accept without question. But her stomach was tight, and it wasn’t the food. She was starting to get the feeling that Cassie was putting distance between them.
She was halfway through a piece of shockingly unseasoned grilled chicken when someone slid into the seat across from her brusquely. She didn’t have to look up to know who it was, but she did.
‘Hi.’
Delilah smiled politely. ‘Hello.’ She glanced around. The woman could have sat anywhere. This was a thing.
Petra had a glass of something green in front of her. She didn’t touch it. Her eyes stayed on Delilah like she was trying to read small print on her forehead.
‘How’s the training going?’
Delilah wiped her mouth with a napkin. ‘Good. You know. Pushing through.’
‘That forehand’s a mess,’ Petra said bluntly. ‘Watched you yesterday. You’re all over the place.’
Delilah laughed awkwardly, trying not to look as shaken as she felt. ‘Yeah… well. It’s a work in progress.’
‘Interesting mechanics,’ Petra said, eyebrows raised. ‘Definitely not standard.’
Delilah nodded slowly. ‘I guess so.’
Petra tilted her head. ‘Cass is being quiet about you. Very quiet.’
Delilah licked her lips nervously. ‘Yeah?’
‘Where did you play before this?’
Delilah sipped water, buying herself a moment. ‘Here and there,’ she said finally, trying to keep her voice casual.
Petra’s mouth slipped up at one side. ‘Here and there?’
‘Yeah,’ Delilah said quickly, trying not to fidget. ‘Here at the moment. There before. You know.’
Petra leaned back, eyes sharp. ‘Look, you’re clearly not here to compete. You move like someone learning it from the ground up.’
Delilah laughed, brittle. ‘Guess I’m rustier than I thought.’
Petra stirred her drink with the tip of a straw, unimpressed. ‘Right. So, while I’ve got you, I need you to sign a waiver.’
‘Oh?’ Delilah asked. Now she was seriously nervous.
Petra pulled out a scrap of paper, as though from her actual arse, along with a pen. ‘Name, date and sign. It covers us for liability. Cassie signed one, but we didn’t do yours. Remiss of me.’
Delilah cleared her throat. ‘Ummm….’
‘I’ll need it now, or we can’t continue service,’ Petra added.
Right, so it was sign it or bugger off. Delilah took the pen and filled in the sheet.
Petra took the paper and pen back. ‘Thanks… Delilah Day?’ Petra flashed her teeth and walked off, leaving her untouched drink behind.
Delilah was left disquieted. The way Petra had said her name, Delilah knew Cassie had not told Petra it to her before. Why not? And why did she want it so badly?
This couldn’t be good.



Forty-Eight
Cassie sat cross-legged on the thin rug beside the bunks, the laptop open, angled away from the window so she didn’t turn herself into a neurotic shadow for the session. She hadn’t changed out of her training kit. There was no time. This was squeezed in, a favour from Joanna.
She clicked the Zoom link and up popped Joanna, looking like she always did: neutral blouse, dark-framed glasses, that faint, knowing smile that had first irritated Cassie and now felt comforting to see. Joanna would know what to do. Because Cassie sure as shit didn’t.
‘Hi, Joanna…’ she began and then caught the woman up on events since the last session, in the most factual and brief way possible.
‘You’re at Larchfield?’ Joanna asked after she’d finished. Cassie couldn’t miss the surprise in her tone.
‘Here as a favour to Delilah.’ Cassie said quickly. ‘She needed more court time.’
Joanna gave a slow nod. ‘You couldn’t have found it anywhere else?’
Cassie shook her head vehemently. ‘No.’
‘You needed to go to the place that basically raised you into a world-class tennis player and is now run by your ex-coach and girlfriend?’ Joanna asked. She sounded neutral as always, but it was hard to miss the subtext.
‘What’s your point?’ Cassie said, playing dumb.
Joanna raised an eyebrow.
Cassie rolled her eyes. ‘Ugh, fine. Tell me why I did it?’
‘No. You tell me why you did it,’ Joanna said pleasantly.
‘So I could have it out with her?’ Cassie suggested. ‘Tell her to go fuck herself?’
Joanna sighed. ‘Close.’
Cassie wanted to shake the laptop. ‘Just tell me if you know.’
‘That’s not the way this works. It doesn’t mean anything unless it comes from you,’ Joanna told her, for about the thousandth time.
‘But I don’t know,’ Cassie told her grumpily.
‘OK, let’s go back a bit. With what we talked about last session.’
‘I don’t want to talk about Delilah.’
There was a silence.
‘I don’t!’
‘I didn’t mention Delilah,’ Joanna said.
‘I’m this close to slamming the laptop shut,’ Cassie told her flatly.
Joanna laughed. ‘Go ahead.’
Cassie sighed. ‘God! What is your problem today?!’
‘I tend to save my problems for my therapist,’ Joanna told her.
‘You have a therapist!?’ Cassie exclaimed.
‘That’s a surprise?’
‘I guess I thought you were… done?’
Joanna looked stupefied. ‘Done?’
‘Yeah. Like… finished. Or something.’ Cassie realised how silly that sounded the second she’d finished saying it.
‘No one is ever finished,’ Joanna told her. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that.’
Cassie sighed. ‘Well. Fuck. Then what’s the point?’
‘To be better,’ Joanna shrugged.
‘That’s it? That’s as good as it gets?’
‘You were a professional tennis player. You can’t see the benefit of being a little better than you were yesterday? What that can add up to?’ Joanna asked her.
‘Seeing as my body broke and I can’t play professionally anymore, no. No, I can’t.’
Joanna nodded. ‘I take your point. But that didn’t happen to your mind, did it? That keeps progressing.’
‘Doesn’t feel like it,’ Cassie said, aware that she sounded like a moody teenager right now.
‘I promise you, it does. It is. Because you’re here. You haven’t given up.’
‘Then why am I here?’ Cassie asked once more.
Joanna paused. ‘I told you, I can’t…’
‘…Tell me. I have to figure it out for myself. Fine. You win. I’m going to figure it out.’ She paused. ‘Can you give me a hint?’
‘Why don’t we talk about Delilah?’ the therapist said gently.
Cassie rubbed the back of her neck. Her fingers were still chalky from the courts. ‘I don’t even know her properly. It’s been—what? A few weeks?’
‘But…’
Cassie shook her head. ‘But she gets under my skin. OK? I can’t stop thinking about her.’
Joanna raised an eyebrow. ‘In what way?’
‘In every way,’ Cassie admitted. ‘She’s… there. Unbelievably, terrifyingly there. And she looks at me like she’s… She just really looks, do you know what I mean? And I cried in her arms yesterday. Can you believe that?’
‘You want to let her in,’ Joanna said, and it wasn’t a question.
Cassie laughed. ‘I don’t think I do.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because… because it won’t work.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I’m done with that.’
‘Why?’
Cassie was dementedly annoyed. ‘Are you six?’
Joanna shrugged lightly. ‘Answer or don’t.’
Cassie tutted. ‘Because of Petra.’
‘Because she hurt you?’
‘Yes.’
‘The woman who runs the place you currently occupy.’
Cassie frowned. ‘And?’
Joanna cocked her head. ‘We’re so close now, Cassie.’
Cassie groaned. ‘If you think I came here to get closure with her so I could heal the wound she left and open myself up to new love with Delilah, you’re dead wrong.’
Joanna smiled and said nothing. Cassie wanted to reach through the screen and slap her around the face. ‘I’m telling you, you’re wrong!’
‘I didn’t say that. You did.’
‘But you were thinking it!’ Cassie exploded.
Joanna was maddeningly calm. ‘Maybe. But you couldn’t know that unless you were, on some level, thinking it too.’ She paused. ‘Delilah and Petra aren’t the same,’ she said slowly.
‘I swear, my hand is itching to slam this laptop shut. I’m so close, you don’t even know,’ Cassie warned her.
‘Wouldn’t much matter if you did,’ Joanna said philosophically. ‘We got where we needed to get.’
‘Uggh!’ Cassie said and slammed the screen down.
She stood up and went to the window. She could hear that distant, familiar sound of tennis balls being hit in rhythm, like a clock ticking. She sighed and got her phone out, sending Joanna a text.
I’m sorry for that.
No problem, Joanna texted back.
No, I’m not a child. I shouldn’t have done that.
It’s not the first time that’s happened in a session, and I’m sure it won’t be the last, Joanna assured her. Let me know if you’d like another session. I’m sure I can find time.
Thanks.
She put her phone away and walked out of the cabin to the main lodge.
She hoped Delilah hadn’t finished eating yet. Cassie thought it might be sort of pleasant to have lunch with her.



Forty-Nine
The quinoa on her plate was stone cold. Delilah had pushed it around for a while after Petra left, making vague patterns with her fork, trying not to spiral. But the way Petra had looked at her had gotten under her skin.
She told herself she was being dramatic. As an actor, she knew better than most what that meant. But she didn’t quite believe herself.
The dining hall was loud and full now. Cutlery scraping and people chatting, phrases like ‘unforced error’ and ‘break point’ cut across the tables. But Delilah felt alone in the noise. Petra had reminded her, as if she needed it, that this was not Delilah’s world.
She was considering whether to leave when she saw Cassie. She walked in like she always did, purposeful and quiet, but something about her posture had changed. She looked… looser?
Cassie scanned the hall, and when her eyes found Delilah, her mouth curved into something that looked alarmingly like a smile.
Delilah sat up straighter without meaning to.
Cassie made her way over and slid into the seat opposite her.
‘Hey,’ she said easily.
Delilah blinked. ‘Hi.’
Cassie opened her water bottle, took a sip, then looked back at her, tilting her head slightly. ‘You alright?’
It was such a simple question. But it hit weirdly deep. Delilah nodded, because what else was she supposed to do? Say, No, I’m not alright. Your ex just interrogated me, and you’re on your third personality of the week.
She went for something closer to the truth, but lighter. ‘Had some unexpected company.’
Cassie frowned. ‘Who?’
‘Petra.’
Cassie put her bottle down. ‘She sat with you?’
Delilah nodded. ‘Asked a bunch of questions about where I’d played before.’
Cassie’s eyes narrowed slightly. ‘What did you say?’
‘I kept it vague.’ Delilah tried to smile, but it didn’t quite land. ‘I wasn’t sure what else to do. I mean, I’m obviously not a player. Anyone who’s watched me for five minutes knows that. But she didn’t seem to know my name until I put it down on some waiver.’
Cassie leaned back slightly, arms crossed. Her expression wasn’t cold exactly, but it was hard to read.
‘It’s going to be fine,’ she said eventually, oddly gentle.
Delilah wanted to believe her. She didn’t even know why it mattered. Petra just gave off threatening vibes. But maybe that’s just who she was. Maybe it didn’t really matter either way. If she found out Delilah was an actress prepping for a role, what could she do with it?
What was worrying her? Really?
It didn’t take long to figure that out once Delilah really looked at the problem. Underneath the career anxiety, there was another thought: Petra had sat across from her, cool and in control, asking questions not just because she was suspicious, but because she still felt connected to Cassie. There had been something proprietary in the way she said Cass is being quiet about you. Like she had access to parts of Cassie that Delilah hadn’t even seen yet.
And that pissed her off more than it should have.
Cassie was watching her quietly.
‘It’s not just about her questions, is it?’ she asked.
Delilah met her gaze, startled. And then she just said it. ‘I don’t know what she is to you now,’ she said. ‘Or what you are to her.’
Cassie looked startled, and Delilah prepared herself for the inevitable shutdown. But Cassie looked her squarely in the eye and said, ‘She’s nothing to me. Not anymore.’
Delilah felt her whole being trembling. Cassie wasn’t telling her it was none of her business. She was saying something very different. But what did it mean? Did it mean what Delilah couldn’t deny she wanted it to mean?
It was as close as they’d ever gotten to a conversation about the tension between them.
Delilah gave a small nod, forcing a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. ‘OK.’



Fifty
The court was empty except for her.
Late evening, and Cassie was bouncing a ball against the far wall, again and again, letting the sound fill up the silence. That steady rhythm: thump, catch, thump, catch. It used to calm her. Tonight, it barely made a dent.
She couldn’t stop thinking about Delilah.
Cassie had always been good at compartmentalising. That was how you survived elite tennis: learn to shove everything else into a locked room inside your head so you could win. That didn’t stop when she stopped competing. She’d been so good for so long. Now the locked room wasn’t locked. And the door was ajar.
Cassie didn’t even know when it had started. Was it the day of the hug?
Or was it earlier than that? The coffee?
No, earlier. When she came back from that injured ankle, having watched an insane amount of classic tennis matches, full of pep and questions. Was that the moment?
No, earlier than that. When Cassie gave her that talk in her car, and then watched her pull herself back together and head for the court.
That was it. The moment Cassie was done for. Great, mystery solved. Now Cassie could pinpoint the moment of her downfall. Great. Really helpful to know the moment she was fucked.
But what to do about it? If anything?
She wanted to tell Delilah. She really did. She wanted to say: I think about you all the time. I want more than this careful thing we’re doing. I want to know you. I want you.
But… there was always a but. Multiple buts actually.    
One of those buts was that Delilah was in training right now. She was exhausted and under pressure. Cassie couldn’t add her feelings to the weight Delilah was already carrying. That wouldn’t be fair. Not now.
And anyway, what if Delilah didn’t want her back?
Sure, there was chemistry. That spark. The way Delilah’s gaze drilled down so deep. The blush that crept across her cheeks when Cassie got too close. The magnetic pull between them that made Cassie forget how to breathe if she wasn’t careful.
But Delilah could have anyone she wanted. She was gorgeous and charming and funny and dazzling and completely unguarded in a way Cassie had never learned to be. People loved all of that. Therefore, Cassie was competing against the world. That was familiar territory at least. But it meant she didn’t know what she was up against.
Put another way, was she really enough? When all was said and done and everyone was in their tennis movies and no one needed a broke—in every sense—coach, what did Cassie have to offer someone like Delilah?
What if Delilah saw the soft parts of her and decided they weren’t enough?
The ball skidded off the wall and rolled into the net. Cassie didn’t chase it. She just stood there, hands on her hips, breathing hard.
Maybe what Cassie was feeling wasn’t something she was allowed to act on. Not while Petra was still circling, not while Delilah was trying to figure out how to be Tamsin Rowe, not while Cassie was still learning how to be someone who could let herself want this.
She closed her eyes.
It wasn’t the right time.
But the next time Delilah looked at her like she might want her too, Cassie didn’t know if she’d be able to hold it all in.



Fifty-One
The sun was low and hot, baking the clay and the back of Delilah’s neck. Her calves ached, and her shoulders were screaming. She was soaked through and probably dehydrated.
She’d never felt better.
Because she’d done it. The ball came in a little short, and Delilah moved without thinking. Side step, rotate, follow through. The stroke was smooth, properly timed, and the ball cleared the net with exactly the right kind of spin. No awkward bounce, no sad little wobble. It was solid. Delilah was solid.
Cassie let it go by. Delilah knew she could’ve returned it. But she didn’t. She just stopped and gave the smallest nod of approval Delilah had ever seen.
Delilah lit up. She threw her arms in the air, breathless with disbelief. ‘Did you see that?’
Cassie was already walking toward her, brow cocked. ‘Yes, I did. That’s the training kicking in.’
‘Barely!’ Delilah laughed. ‘I think it was mostly panic and luck.’
Cassie walked around the net. ‘Nope. You practised. It was earned,’ Cassie said, a smile appearing. It was like the sun breaking through the clouds.
‘I need a Jelly Baby,’ Delilah said nervously. She went to her bag. ‘Oh god.’
Cassie looked at her questioningly.
‘I’m out!’
Cassie laughed. ‘I’ve got two bananas in my bag, ready to go.’
Delilah groaned, then laughed too, the sound spilling out of her before she could stop it. She was buzzing, her whole body light, every nerve alive from the point and from Cassie’s perfect smile.
And before she even realised she was moving, she leaned in.
She kissed her. Just a small kiss. A joyful, instinctive press of her lips to Cassie’s.
And then it hit her what she’d done.
‘Oh my God!’ Delilah stepped back like she’d touched a live wire. Her hand flew to her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry. That wasn’t—I didn’t mean—I just—’
Cassie stood frozen. Her eyes went wide, mouth fell slightly open, like the programming in her brain had just short-circuited. For one terrible second, Delilah thought she was about to get yelled at.
But then Cassie blushed.
It started high on her cheeks and bloomed across her face, almost comical in how un-Cassie it was. She looked down, then quickly away.
And just like that, Delilah knew. She knew it went both ways.
‘I shouldn’t have done that,’ Delilah whispered.
Cassie looked at her. ‘It’s fine.’
‘Is it?’
Cassie hesitated. ‘I don’t know. Is it?’
Delilah paused, scared. What was Cassie asking?
Delilah’s heart beat painfully hard in her chest. The embarrassment was still there, but underneath it was excitement.
Just at that moment—that moment that could have gone a thousand ways—out of the corner of her eye, she saw her.
Bloody Petra. Standing just beyond the fence, arms folded. Watching.
Cassie didn’t see her. She was still looking at Delilah, still stunned into silence.
But Delilah saw. And from the shape of Petra’s mouth, the slight lift of her eyebrow, it was obvious she’d seen everything. Suddenly, Delilah felt cold all over. Like someone had reached out and grabbed her heart with an ice-cold hand.
Cassie followed her gaze and froze when she saw her. Petra slowly turned and walked away.
That pretty much killed the moment.
They packed up for the day and left the court, not really looking at each other.



Fifty-Two
Cassie lay on her back on her bed, staring at the ceiling she was coming to know so well. Delilah was off somewhere, talking to her agent. Cassie hadn’t changed out of her training clothes. She hadn’t showered. Her entire body was still pulsing with adrenaline.
Delilah had kissed her.
Not a mistake, not a dream. An actual kiss. Delilah had leaned in and kissed her.
Cassie replayed it over and over again, unable to stop. The way Delilah had looked up at her, bright-eyed and flushed, the unguarded grin on her face. And then that sudden press of lips. Pure electricity. And then, the look on her face when she realised what she’d done. Mortified. Adorable.
Cassie groaned and covered her eyes with her hands. It was happening. This was actually happening. The current between them wasn’t imagined. Delilah liked her.
She rolled onto her side, heart skittering.
But now what?
Cassie wasn’t good at this part. She wasn’t good at sweet gestures or flirty back-and-forth. With Petra, it had been all heat and competition and throwing each other around. It hadn’t left room for a lot of romance.
And that’s what Delilah deserved, wasn’t it? Something intentional, something that said: I like you, too. You didn’t misread this.
But what could she even do? Where did she start? She didn’t have a clue.
All she knew was something had to happen. Because it was very much Cassie’s move now, wasn’t it? If she did nothing, Delilah might think there was nothing more to be said about that kiss. Cassie was scared to let her know how she felt, but she was more scared not to. So, for the first time in a long time, she needed to move in a forward direction.
She sat up, chewing her thumbnail, brain scrambling. How the hell to romance Delilah Day?
A letter? Cassie wasn’t much of a writer. Flowers? A bit over the top. A playlist? She wasn’t twelve.
Food?
An idea bloomed. Silly, small. But maybe right.
Cassie grabbed her hoodie and left the bungalow, heart hammering. She didn’t know what this was yet. Or how they’d navigate it. But she was doing something.
Because it was Cassie’s turn.



Fifty-Three
When Delilah came back to the cabin, she was alone.
Ashley had slotted her in for a last-minute self-tape audition, just two lines for some rubbish daytime medical show. Shaky as things were, Delilah couldn’t afford to turn it down. So she’d rattled through it on her phone, eager to get back to the cabin and see where Cassie stood after Kiss-Gate.
Because Cassie had blushed, hadn’t she? Which meant… what? That she liked it? That she liked her? If only Petra hadn’t pulled her little jump scare and ruined the moment.
Only Cassie wasn’t at the cabin to be read.
A terrible thought struck Delilah. While Delilah was standing behind a bush, looking into her phone and saying, ‘Sometimes the hardest part of this job isn’t the injuries. It’s watching people fall apart,’ Cassie had run off to find Petra. That the jealous look Petra had given them was what Cassie had been waiting for all along. That’s why they were really here. For Cassie to get Petra back.
Forget about that silly actress. It’s always been you, Cassie would say, and Petra would fall upon her like a hungry Russian wolf.
Delilah sat on the edge of the bed. The lamp on her bedside table glowed weakly, casting her reflection in the dark window: she looked tired. In no position to win Cassie’s heart, that was for sure. Whatever the situation with her and Petra, however toxic, Delilah had to look at it as though she were trying to play tennis against Petra. She simply couldn’t compete. She was vastly lacking in the needed skills. She didn’t even know what they were.
She stood, padding barefoot across the room to head for the shower. That’s when she heard the door.
But it didn’t open. It was like someone was simply… scrabbling at it.
Delilah frowned and stepped closer. The noise was persistent, a frantic scraping followed by a muffled thunk. Delilah opened the door.
Cassie was there, face pink and slightly sweaty, balancing a box so large she could barely see over the top of it. A keyring dangled uselessly from her other hand, clinking with every failed attempt to fit a key into the lock.
‘Cassie?’ Delilah blinked. ‘What on earth—’
‘Oh my God—hi—uh—hang on—wait—don’t—’ Cassie shuffled sideways, nearly toppling the box, clutching it to her chest like it contained priceless artefacts.
Delilah instinctively reached out. ‘You’re going to drop it—’
‘No! Don’t!’ Cassie yelped, twisting away. The keys fell with a jangle onto the porch. She froze, staring at Delilah with wild eyes. ‘It’s… It’s fine. I’ve got it. Totally fine.’ She frowned. ‘I should have just put the box down first.’
Delilah tilted her head, trying to peer over the box. ‘What are you even—’
Cassie shifted her weight, and the lid shifted too, just enough for Delilah to glimpse a bright yellow, suspiciously familiar packet.
‘Oh my God,’ Delilah whispered. She put a hand over her mouth. ‘Are those… Jelly Babies?’
Cassie winced like she’d been caught red-handed. ‘It’s nothing! Just, just a thing. Just… supplies.’
‘Supplies?’ Delilah stepped forward, tugging at the edge of the box until Cassie, panicked, let her look inside. The sight nearly made Delilah burst out laughing: a teetering, jam-packed stack of Jelly Babies bags.
‘Yes?’ Cassie’s voice wobbled. ‘I mean, it’s too much, isn’t it? I was just trying to make sure you didn’t run out again. The village shop had a surprising amount. They didn’t want to sell me all of them; I had to haggle for them. I’m pretty sure I got shafted.’
Delilah turned to her, eyebrows raised. ‘Cassie. What is this?’
‘I thought—’ Cassie looked like she wanted the ground to swallow her whole. ‘I know you ran out. And you know, I just… wanted to… do something nice.’ She trailed off, shifting from foot to foot, clearly mortified.
It hit Delilah then: this wasn’t about Jelly Babies. It was about her. Cassie had lugged this ridiculous, enormous box all the way up here because she wanted to make her happy.
This was an unignorable gesture.
Delilah’s pulse jumped. She could feel the fear rising in her chest, nudging at an instinct to laugh it off, to play dumb. But she forced herself to stand steady. To not run.
‘Cassie,’ she said softly.
Cassie grimaced. ‘I know, it’s stupid. I should’ve just—’
‘It’s not stupid.’ Delilah put her hand lightly on the box, steadying it. She could feel Cassie’s fingers tense beneath the cardboard. ‘It’s… perfect.’
Cassie blinked at her, wide-eyed. ‘It is?’
Delilah swallowed. Then, with a shaky laugh, she said, ‘Look, if you’re going to bring me the village’s entire supply of Jelly Babies, the least I can do is buy you dinner. Properly. Not here.’
For a second, Cassie just gaped at her. ‘Really?’ she managed to say eventually.
‘Really.’
Cassie let out a disbelieving laugh, her whole body relaxing against the weight of the box. ‘OK. Yeah. That sounds fine. Good, I mean. Nice.’
Delilah grinned, nerves fizzing like Jelly Babies dropped into Coke. She reached down, scooped up Cassie’s dropped keys, and pushed the door open wider. ‘But first, let’s get this giant box inside before your arms fall off.’
Cassie laughed again, following her in, and for once, Delilah didn’t feel like she was competing with anyone.



Fifty-Four
It was just past eight, and they were parking up outside The Mare & Foal, the low-lit pub Cassie knew from her early training days, a place the players used to sneak to for an off-diet drink.
Delilah was already out of the car.
‘This is the spot?’ she asked, looking up at the timber-framed building with its battered sign.
‘It’s not glamorous,’ Cassie said apologetically.
‘Neither am I,’ Delilah said.
They’d both changed and showered and were in, if not date clothes, fresh ones. Neither had packed in the expectation of any kind of a date, so the effort showed in small, telling ways: Cassie had swapped her usual scuffed trainers for clean boots, Delilah’s eyeliner was sharper than usual.
Cassie held the door for her, and Delilah gave her a brief look. Not teasing exactly, more an acknowledgement. I see you dating me, and I like it.
Inside, the pub was warm and cosily lit. Cassie steered them toward a corner booth half-hidden by a wooden beam, and they slipped into the seats.
Delilah rested her forearms on the table, studying her with a smile that was all too knowing. ‘Very lowkey, Coach.’
Cassie lifted a brow. ‘Maybe don’t call me coach tonight.’
Delilah’s mouth dropped. ‘Oh yeah. Right,’ she muttered, rolling her eyes at herself.
Cassie liked it. She was nervous. They both were.
Delilah tried to recover the moment with a quick subject change. ‘What are you having to drink?’
‘Beer.’
Delilah blinked. ‘I can’t imagine you imbibing alcohol.’
‘What?’ Cassie said, surprised. ‘Of course I do.’
Delilah gave herself a little nod. ‘Oh, right. Because you’re human. Have to try and remember that.’
Cassie chuckled, bemused.
They ordered burgers with triple-cooked chips. Delilah ate like it was her first meal, little moans escaping.
‘My God, fried food. I’ve missed you so much.’
Cassie watched her with a smile. ‘I’m convinced this place stays in business catering to the lowered gastronomic standards of tennis players.’ 
Delilah chuckled as she chewed. She looked around as she swallowed. ‘You been here before?’ she asked.
‘When I was training at Larchfield, I came here.’
Delilah grinned. ‘You broke your training diet?’
Cassie shrugged, smiled, looked away. ‘On occasion. When I was feeling naughty.’
‘Cassie Thorne has a naughty side,’ Delilah said, putting her fork into a chip. ‘Good to know.’
Cassie’s brain was having trouble forming full sentences at that. But she could tell it was her turn to say something. ‘So…’ she began, hoping for her brain to kick back in. It didn’t.
‘So?’ Delilah asked.
Cassie decided to be honest. ‘I don’t know exactly how to talk right now.’
Delilah gave a surprised laugh. ‘OK. Well, we could ask each other about our jobs? That’s pretty standard date fare.’
Cassie decided not to get hung up on Delilah using the word ‘date’. If she did that, she really was just gonna sit here mute. She had to push on. ‘Yes, that’s good, thanks. So, tell me how you got into acting?’
Delilah looked amused but answered without mocking Cassie’s shut down, which Cassie truly appreciated.
‘When I was nine, I was in the school play. I had three lines, and I forgot one of them. My teacher was in the wings, mouthing it at me, and everyone laughed at me. But the funny thing is, I didn’t even care. I was still the happiest I’d ever been, up there on that stage, pretending to be someone else. I humiliated myself, and I couldn’t wait to do it again. After that, there wasn’t really any coming back.’
Cassie smiled. ‘That’s a good answer.’
‘Glad you like it. Your turn,’ Delilah said. ‘How did you get into tennis?’
Delilah took a big bite of the burger and nodded.
Cassie set her glass down, considering. ‘My dad was a big fan of tennis but couldn’t play. So he used to drag me to the courts every Saturday in the hopes of turning me into Bjorn Borg. I actually hated it at first, and I used to beg my dad to let me stop all the time. But then I won a match against this older girl, and I still remember how good that felt. After that, I was hooked. It was the only thing I wanted to do.’
Delilah raised her eyebrows. ‘So, you humiliated someone and loved it. And I humiliated myself and loved it.’
Cassie had to laugh at that.
‘Was your dad proud of your success?’ Delilah asked.
‘He died just as I was climbing the ranks, but I think he was.’
‘I’m sorry.’
Cassie shrugged. She never liked dwelling on it, but Delilah’s voice was gentle enough that it didn’t feel like pity. Still, she didn’t want to dwell.
‘What are your parents like?’ Cassie questioned.
‘Oh, well, they’re both accountants, so you can imagine how they feel about my career choice.’
‘I see.’
‘Yep. I think they wanted me to do that too, but I barely know what two plus two is, so it was never on the cards.’
‘It’s four. In case you need to know,’ Cassie told her.
Delilah sighed dramatically. ‘The mystery is solved!’
The way Delilah talked was mesmerising to Cassie. She talked with her whole body, her face animated, her eyes soft when she listened. Cassie could have watched it forever.



Fifty-Five
Delilah watched Cassie study the dessert menu.
They’d been tossing glances and little sparks back and forth all evening, but maybe she’d been playing it too safe. Did Cassie even realise how much Delilah wanted her? That all she wanted was to drag her out of here, press her up against the nearest wall, and end this guessing game. Cassie seemed calm as you like, while Delilah was hanging by a thread.
Maybe it was too much. She needed to slow down. It wasn’t a race. She’d waited this long. No point
in blowing it by lunging too fast.
Delilah forced a slow breath, fingers tightening around the stem of her glass. She told herself to match Cassie’s calm, to let things unfold at their own pace.
What happened next would be telling. If Cassie wanted dessert, she was in no rush. If she wanted to skip it, Delilah knew it was on.
‘You want to split…’ Cassie began.
Delilah stopped breathing.
‘…a sticky toffee pudding?’ Cassie finished.
Delilah nodded, trying not to read Cassie’s sweet tooth as a sign that Cassie had realised, as the evening progressed, that she didn’t really fancy Delilah. ‘Sure.’
They ordered the pud, and when it arrived, it was a mess of golden syrup and steam. Cassie took the first bite and let out a quiet, involuntary sound of appreciation that made Delilah wonder if it was a preview.
Jesus, she was horny. Or was it just Cassie doing this to her? Maybe she was just starved, maybe it was nothing more than months of frustration catching up to her… but no. It was Cassie. It had to be Cassie.
Tough on the outside, quick with her dry comebacks, yet underneath it all so disarmingly kind. That long black braid trailing down her back, that lean, honed body shaped by years of discipline. Delilah wanted her because she was strong and soft at once. It was easy to see that now she was maybe allowed to.
‘You’re going to ruin me,’ Delilah muttered, reaching for a spoon.
Cassie grinned. ‘I doubt that.’
‘Other than the occasional Jelly Baby, I’ve been sticking to the lodge menu. I think it’s helped with my fitness.’
‘You’re in excellent shape. You can afford a pudding.’
Delilah gave her a sidelong glance. ‘That a professional opinion?’
Cassie hesitated, suddenly flustered. ‘You look great. Not that I was… looking. Well. Obviously, I was looking. But not in a weird way.’
She trailed off, and Delilah, stunned, watched a blush rise to her cheeks.
God, Delilah thought. She’s nervous. All is not lost.
Delilah dipped her spoon into the pudding and took a bite, letting the syrup coat her tongue. She looked at Cassie, deliberately, and said, ‘So you’ve been looking.’
Cassie opened her mouth, then closed it again.
Delilah smiled, slow and deliberate. ‘I don’t mind.’
Cassie didn’t speak, but her smile said everything.
Delilah went in for another bite and nudged the bowl a little closer to Cassie, her voice low as she said, ‘But if I’m slow on the court tomorrow, I’m blaming you.’
Cassie’s eyes were still on her. ‘That seems fair.’
And maybe it was the sugar, or the pub’s low golden lighting, or the faint brush of Cassie’s knee under the table. But Delilah found herself hoping the night wasn’t over yet.



Fifty-Six
Cassie told herself to breathe.
It was ridiculous, really. She’d held her nerve in tie-breaks with the whole crowd riding on her serve. But Delilah took one bite of pudding and looked at her like that, and Cassie’s brain left the building.
She had this lightness to her, a way of laughing that made everything feel less serious, even the things that usually tied Cassie in knots. She was sharp, quick, and fun, didn’t take herself seriously, but she looked at Cassie like she was
the only person in the room who mattered. Every tilt of her head, every teasing smile made Cassie’s pulse jump. It was ridiculous, it was thrilling, and it made Cassie feel like she didn’t know how long she could continue being a functioning participant of this date.
She focused on the dessert, spooning up another mouthful without really tasting it. Her knee brushed Delilah’s, just lightly, but Delilah didn’t move away.
Was it a signal? Should Cassie do it again?
Cassie tried to shift it again, a little more deliberately this time, and ended up knocking the table, and with it, Delilah’s glass. It wobbled perilously before spilling a tiny arc onto the tablecloth.
God, smooth, Cassie.
Cassie mopped it quickly with a napkin. ‘Oh, Christ,’ she muttered.
‘You always this nervous on dates?’ Delilah asked, voice lazy.
There it was again. The word ‘date’ and everything it implied. Cassie realised that she was going to have to admit something very embarrassing.
‘I don’t know. I’m not sure I’ve ever really been on one,’ Cassie told her and then braced herself.
‘What do you mean?’ Delilah asked, not unreasonably.
‘I mean, I haven’t really done the date part of it all. When I was young, I didn’t have time because of tennis. And then, with Petra, we didn’t really start like… that. And then after that, I’ve been more casual. If you know what I mean.’
God, this sounded really bad. Cassie had either made herself seem socially stunted or a total sleaze. She didn’t know which was worse.
But Delilah was smiling. ‘This is your first date?’
Somehow, Cassie hadn’t quite thought of it in those terms. But it was true. At thirty years old, she was on her first date. ‘I guess so.’
‘Lucky me,’ Delilah grinned.
Cassie let her shoulders, currently up near her ears, drop a bit. Delilah had decided to find Cassie’s inexperience charming. It was a lottery win of a result.
They let the silence stretch as they polished off the dessert. Cassie took the last bite, and Delilah made a show of rolling her eyes.
‘Cheeky.’
‘You snooze, you lose,’ Cassie said.
‘I haven’t quite lost yet.’ Delilah wiped her finger through the remaining sauce, then licked it off. Cassie had to look away. She hoped her cheeks weren’t doing that stupid pink thing they’d started doing of late.
The plates were cleared. Neither of them moved.
‘Do you want to… walk a bit?’ Cassie said eventually. ‘It’s a nice night.’
Delilah hesitated, then nodded. ‘Sounds nice.’
There was a brief dispute then, over who would pay the bill. Delilah argued that she’d suggested dinner, and Cassie pointed out she’d picked the place. Cassie had to consciously tell herself not to be competitive for once in her life and let Delilah pay. Though Cassie, not being able to be completely un-Cassie, insisted on getting the tip.
They stepped out into the dark. The street was mostly empty, lit by streetlamps that gave the country road an ethereal glow.
They headed out into the almost silent village, where narrow lanes curved between stone cottages and the faint glow of lamplight spilt across the cobbles. The only sounds were the distant bark of a dog and the soft crunch of their footsteps in the cool night air. They fell into step, shoulders just brushing. Cassie shoved her hands into her jacket pockets so she wouldn’t do anything stupid like reach for Delilah’s.
‘You’re very quiet,’ Delilah said.
Cassie laughed, embarrassed. ‘Sorry. I think I’m just—’
‘Nervous?’
Cassie looked over sharply. Delilah was watching her, but there was no mockery there.
Cassie wanted to say, What, me? Nervous? Maybe laugh. The idea of admitting any vulnerability was mildly horrifying to Cassie. But somehow, she managed to admit, ‘A bit.’
Delilah’s lips curved. ‘Good.’
Cassie didn’t know what to do with that, so she looked ahead and tried to stop herself from visibly sweating.
They walked a little farther, the tension growing, it seemed to Cassie, with every step.
Cassie dared a glance sideways. Delilah caught her looking and didn’t look away.



Fifty-Seven
She caught her.
Cassie, mid-glance, wide-eyed and sheepish and very un-Cassie.
Delilah didn’t look away. She held Cassie’s eyes just long enough that Cassie could know Delilah had her in her sights and then released her.
It was nice being the one who wasn’t flustered. Usually, it was the other way around. Delilah was the one fumbling, second-guessing. But something about Cassie’s nerves brought out her mischievous side. She wanted to play with Cassie, like a cat playing with a mouse. Before the inevitable pounce.
They passed a closed florist. Delilah slowed to look at the roses in the window, shaped into a heart for whatever reason—they weren’t close to Valentine’s. Delilah didn’t think she was going to get a better sign from the universe than that.
‘So,’ Delilah said, coming to a stop, turning to face Cassie. ‘Is this the part where you kiss me?’
Cassie blinked. ‘Is that allowed?’
‘Allowed?’ Delilah repeated.
‘I’m still your coach,’ Cassie said, but the protest was faint, worn down by the quiet pull between them.
Delilah took the tiniest step in Cassie’s direction. ‘Not right now, you’re not. I think we both know that.’
Cassie hesitated. Just stood there, her hands still stuffed in her jacket pockets, looking like she was weighing the risk of something enormous.
Delilah realised Cassie wasn’t going to kiss her. She couldn’t do it. Something was standing in her way. Delilah needed to make the call.
She leaned in first. Just enough to make it clear. Cassie met her halfway.
The kiss was brief, a little shaky. Their noses bumped. When they pulled apart, Cassie still had her eyes closed.
‘You really are nervous,’ Delilah said softly.
Cassie opened her eyes. ‘It’s pathetic, isn’t it?’
Delilah shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I like it.’
Cassie was wide-eyed. And Delilah liked that too.



Fifty-Eight
Cassie had kissed women before. But not like that. Not with her heart thudding wildly over one soft brush of lips.
As they walked on, the urge to hold her hand was increasing, but she still didn’t. She wanted to push her up against the nearest tree and kiss her properly, but she didn’t do that either.
They were back at the car now, and they climbed in, Cassie aware she’d missed about a million opportunities to take things further.
But she didn’t know the rules of this yet. Didn’t know how far Delilah wanted to go, or how much of tonight was real and how much was just the right time, the right place, the right collision of drama.
Delilah’s career was thundering towards her like an articulated lorry, while Cassie had never been more aware that hers was fading fast in the rear view. It was a strange, uncertain moment for them both. Was Delilah only swept up in the chaos? Was Cassie?
She glanced sideways as she started the car.
Delilah was calm. Or seemed it. Her mouth set in something that was neither a smile nor a frown. Cassie wished she could read her better.
***
They pulled into the car park back at Larchfield, and Cassie was acutely aware they were heading back to the cabin together. There was no ‘Your place or mine’ needed. Cassie didn’t know if that was good or bad.
The trouble was, she was getting too terrified for logical thought. And she could have done with some. That clear sense that the ball was coming and she was going to hit it. She had none of that.
They walked to the cabin at a quick pace. At the door, Cassie cleared her throat. ‘We’re here.’
Delilah looked at her. ‘Yep.’
There was a long pause.
‘You have the keys,’ Delilah pointed out.
‘Oh, right,’ Cassie said and unlocked the door noisily.
As she walked across the threshold, Cassie’s brain was struggling with the basics of putting one foot in front of the other.
‘It was a nice walk,’ she said, just to try and get some synapses firing.
Delilah stepped in and smiled. ‘Mmm.’
‘Food was nice too.’
‘You really like that word tonight,’ Delilah said, with a bemused half-smile. ‘Which is weird, because I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use it before.’
Cassie’s mouth opened, then shut again. Delilah was standing close now, too close.
‘You’re cute when you’re freaking out,’ Delilah said softly.
Cassie groaned. ‘Jesus, is it that obvious?’
‘Yes. But keep doing it. I like it.’ Delilah’s smile widened, warm and maddeningly unbothered.
Cassie felt something melt. Fear, control, whatever had been holding her back finally made way for a real move, Cassie style. ‘If you kiss me again, I’ll do better this time,’ she vowed.
Delilah cupped Cassie’s face in both hands and pressed her lips to hers. And Cassie kept her promise.
This time, there was nothing tentative about it. Weeks of restraint and denial burst free, pouring into a single, consuming kiss. Cassie let everything she’d been holding back surge forward, and Delilah answered with a soft sigh, melting against her with equal passion.
For the first time in years, Cassie wasn’t thinking about the past or the future. Just this. Delilah’s mouth on hers, and the impossible, intoxicating relief of finally letting herself have what she needed and wanted.



Fifty-Nine
Delilah didn’t expect the second kiss to undo her so completely.
Cassie kissed like she meant it this time, like she couldn’t do anything else. Delilah barely had time to shut the door behind them before Cassie’s hands were on her waist, pulling her in.
Delilah let out a soft sound of surprise that turned into something lower when Cassie’s mouth parted hers. She hadn’t been touched in a while, and her body responded instantly, ravenously.
They stumbled towards the bunks, never breaking contact. Cassie’s jacket hit the floor, then Delilah’s. Fingers found zips and hems and skin. Cassie’s strong hands were warm and careful on her hips, then sliding up under her top, knuckles grazing bare skin.
Soon, Cassie was on her back, Delilah astride her.
‘You OK?’ Cassie murmured.
Delilah pulled back just enough to look at her. Cassie’s lips were kiss-bruised, her eyes dark and questioning. ‘Do I look like I’m not?’
Cassie gave a breathless little laugh, and Delilah kissed her again, deeper, until Cassie tried to wrap around her and her knees hit the edge of the lower bunk.
‘Little cramped,’ Delilah managed between kisses, her head bumping the supporting rail.
‘Just a bit,’ Cassie muttered, one hand braced awkwardly against the wall.
Delilah shifted, trying to change positions to something sideways, but in the tiny, cramped space, the threat of falling overboard became real. She paused. ‘This is hopeless.’
‘Top bunk?’ Cassie suggested.
Delilah nodded, delighted. ‘Race you.’
They scrambled up like teenagers, breathless and laughing, and collapsed onto the top bunk together. This time, there was room to move, to stretch, to fit together. Delilah kissed her again, slower now, letting it deepen. Cassie’s hands curled around her hips.
‘Fuck,’ Cassie whispered. ‘You’re gorgeous.’
Delilah paused, oddly shocked, feeling those words for a moment, in the middle of laughter and heat and awkward wood frames. She let them land, then kissed her again, harder, ready to show her exactly how gorgeous she thought Cassie was, too.



Sixty
Cassie tried to remember how to breathe as Delilah moved down between her naked thighs, steady eyes dark with intent, and then her mouth was on her, and Cassie felt herself unravel further.
It wasn’t just pleasure, it was feeling, something she had been craving without even knowing. She wasn’t used to it like this. She wasn’t used to being seen so completely. Delilah’s focus made her feel as if, for a single moment, the world had narrowed to her alone.
She’d known that feeling before, but only on the courts, at the height of her success. Not in the bedroom. Certainly not with Petra. She was all sharp edges and hunger, cold but ravenous, like she was trying to consume Cassie rather than touch her. There had been no patience, no tenderness, no real care. Cassie hadn’t known it could be different, so she hadn’t known to want more.
But she was finding out now. Delilah was sincere and lovely and warming, and it felt like she had all the time in the world just for Cassie. This was what it felt like when someone wanted to be with you, Cassie realised. Not just have you.
Cassie’s head tipped back against the pillows, her pulse thundering in her ears. Her thighs trembled. It was too much. And not enough.
‘Delilah—’ she gasped.
Delilah looked up, mouth wet, eyes bright. ‘Are you OK? Should I stop?’
Cassie could only shake her head.
Delilah shifted slightly, one hand sliding up Cassie’s stomach, between her breasts, resting there, on her heart. Her mouth returned to work, and the pressure deepened, rhythm building with devastating patience.
Cassie came with a soft, broken cry, her body arching. Her hands flew to her own face, instinctive, overwhelmed, but Delilah reached up, caught her wrists, and gently pulled them away.
‘Let me see you,’ she murmured.
Cassie let her.
When she opened her eyes again, Delilah was watching her. There was something almost reverent in the way she looked at her.
It undid her more than the orgasm.
Delilah climbed up beside her, pressing close, her bare skin warm against Cassie’s. She sighed softly, settling into her. Instinctively, Cassie turned toward her, hand sliding over her waist, fingers tracing the curve of her back.
‘God,’ she murmured.
Delilah’s smile was knowing. ‘I usually just go by Delilah.’
Cassie arched an eyebrow, determined not to laugh. It slipped out anyway. Delilah laughed too, not at her own joke, but at the sound of Cassie’s pleasure.
Then they lay there in the dark for a moment, the silence filled with heat and the smell of sweat and sex.
Cassie didn’t know what they’d be in the morning. But right now, she didn’t care what came next. Except, of course, for the very next few minutes. Those were mapped out beautifully.
Sliding closer, Cassie let her fingers trace Delilah’s curves with deliberate care, pressing gentle kisses along her neck and shoulder, moving her hand to a place that caused Delilah’s breath to catch. Cassie pressed even closer, letting her hands convey the things she didn’t know how to say.



Sixty-One
Delilah shifted slightly, propping herself up on one elbow. The sheets clung damply to her skin, and for the first time since the world had gone quiet around them, she felt a flicker of self-consciousness. She cleared her throat.
‘So…’ she said, dragging the word out. ‘Do I, um… Should I go down to my own bunk?’
Cassie turned her head slowly. ‘Do you want to?’
Delilah smiled. ‘Of course not.’
Cassie sighed, and a bit of her usual Cassie-ness popped back up. ‘Then stop asking silly questions.’
Delilah was relief itself. She dropped back onto the pillow, grinning up at the ceiling. ‘Well, thank God. I don’t think I had the energy for it anyway.’
Cassie let out a low laugh, the one that seemed to ripple through Delilah’s whole body.
‘Stay,’ Cassie said simply, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world.
Delilah tilted her head, trying not to look as soft as she felt. ‘If you’re going to beg me, I guess I have to,’ she quipped.
‘Whatever you say,’ Cassie murmured, already half-asleep, her arm tightening around Delilah’s waist.
Delilah lay still, listening to the slowing rhythm of Cassie’s breathing, the warmth of her body pressed close. Her limbs were heavy, sated, her skin still humming with satisfaction. No promises had been made, no futures carved out. But as she shut her eyes, Delilah was fine with that.
Tonight, she was exactly where she wanted to be. She couldn’t remember ever feeling that sense of rightness before with another person. She hoped it would last. She wanted to stay here. In Cassie’s arms.



Sixty-Two
‘OK, we need to nail this,’ Cassie told Delilah.
‘I know. I’m ready,’ Delilah said. ‘Run me through it again?’
‘OK… start in the darkest corner of the breadbasket, the rolls no one touches because they’re actually white inside. Take the eggs at the edge of the catering tray, where the butter has pooled, and therefore are fattier. Grab the turkey bacon that is slightly overcooked and brittle. With enough salt, it could almost pass for very poor-quality pig bacon. But don’t be obvious.’
Delilah snorted. ‘You make it sound like smuggling contraband.’
‘It is contraband,’ Cassie said. ‘They want us fuelled on spinach smoothies and egg whites. We’re building the closest thing to a fry-up this camp will ever see.’
Delilah shook her head, grinning. ‘Fine. But if I get caught with three butter pats in my pocket, I’m blaming you.’
A few minutes later, they carried their haul to a patio table.
‘You’re right. This does look like a real breakfast,’ Delilah said with delight, salting her burnt turkey bacon.
Cassie was watching Delilah spooning scrambled eggs into her mouth, oblivious to the appalled/jealous looks from the next table from a young guy eating some plain yoghurt.
I managed to get you into bed, Cassie thought. And then: How?!
If Delilah had looked good to Cassie before, she was radiant now. Her warm brown hair, pulled into a messy ponytail, was glossier than ever, and her large, clear mahogany eyes seemed almost hypnotic. Her small, perfectly shaped mouth drew the eye, like a quiet invitation.
Cassie realised that when she’d first met her, she’d ignored her beauty on purpose. Because she was the kind of woman you saw and thought, Not a chance, and left it at that.
But there was a chance. More than chance. And Cassie had dared to take it.
The morning seemed to wrap itself around them as they ate together. And everything was just easy. For a moment, it was almost ridiculous how natural it felt, like this was something they’d always done.
After they’d finished eating, Cassie saw something she hadn’t spotted earlier. ‘Is that a banana on your tray?’ she asked, surprised.
‘I have to keep trying with them,’ Delilah declared, picking it up and peeling with a sigh. 
Cassie watched Delilah eat a tiny piece of banana with barely concealed revulsion and then subtly spit it into a napkin. Cassie wanted to kiss her very, very badly.
But they were in public, so she simply said, ‘You can stop torturing yourself now. I grabbed you some of the giant Jelly Baby stash—they’re in my bag,’ Cassie said, pleased when she caught the spark of delight and gratitude in Delilah’s eyes.
‘You’re so cute,’ Delilah told her with a cheeky grin.
Cassie willed herself not to blush. She wasn’t very successful.
Then Cassie saw Delilah’s smile falter. She followed the line of her gaze to the fence.
Petra was over by court five, reaming out a teenager for skipping his drills.
‘Did she talk to you like that?’ Delilah asked carefully.
Cassie nodded. ‘Constantly.’
Delilah’s jaw tightened. ‘I knew I was right to hate her.’
Cassie chuckled. ‘You hate her?’
Delilah suddenly found her cup of tea fascinating. ‘I mean, yeah. Although it started as jealousy.’
Cassie was astounded and delighted. ‘Really?’
Delilah sighed, her eyes trying to meet Cassie’s. ‘I probably shouldn’t have admitted that.’
‘I don’t hate hearing it,’ Cassie said.
Delilah cleared her throat. ‘You were together, weren’t you?’
Cassie nodded. ‘Yep.’
‘How long?’
‘Two years.’
Delilah let out a whistle. ‘Do you think it was maybe… not so good? Being as she was your coach and you were young, and she was older and…’ Delilah stopped. ‘Jesus, I really need to shut up.’
Cassie considered it. She didn’t have to talk about this. She was shocked to find she wanted to. She wanted Delilah to know her. Even the bad stuff. Maybe especially.
‘In retrospect? Yes. I think it was… not so good.’
Delilah paused. ‘How did it end?’
‘It ended with my career. The doctor gave me the final pronouncement that my arm wouldn’t get back to where it was. And then she was gone a few days later, no conversation. Straight up ghosting.’
Delilah’s jaw tightened, her eyes flicking back to Petra like she was sizing up an opponent. ‘That woman,’ she muttered under her breath. Her fists clenched briefly around her teacup.
Cassie raised an eyebrow. ‘You still…?’
‘Still what?’ Delilah snapped. ‘Still want to throttle her? Fuck yes.’
Cassie chuckled softly. ‘You know, she can’t hurt me now.’
Delilah’s glare didn’t soften, but there was a flicker of something else in her eyes. ‘I’m glad you feel that way. But she shouldn’t have treated you like that. None of it.’
Cassie tilted her head, feeling the strange pull of being cared for so fiercely. ‘I know. I appreciate it.’
Delilah’s lips pressed into a thin line, her protective energy palpable, like she was ready to defend Cassie with everything she had. She exhaled sharply and turned back to the courts, voice low but firm. ‘She wants you back, doesn’t she?’
Cassie shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ she said honestly. She simply didn’t care.
‘Has she tried to touch you? That’s not jealousy, by the way. I just don’t want her to try and force herself on you. I’d—’
Cassie smiled, a little wryly. ‘Delilah… I think I can handle myself.’
Delilah’s eyes softened fractionally, but her stance didn’t relax. ‘I must look silly,’ she said, almost grudgingly. ‘Imagine me trying to fight her. She’d crush me like a snail.’
Cassie felt a quiet, strange warmth at Delilah’s anger, her insistence, her loyalty. Cassie didn’t need protection. But she liked knowing it was there. Cassie thought maybe having someone willing to rage on your behalf was its own kind of comfort. It was a very new sensation for her.
Cassie’s hand moved almost without thinking. She brushed a stray lock of hair back from Delilah’s face, and Delilah looked up, surprised.
‘She’s nothing next to you,’ she told Delilah.
Delilah’s eyes widened, caught off guard by the soft certainty in Cassie’s voice. She looked like she wanted to argue, but no words came.
‘Absolutely nothing,’ Cassie said again.
Delilah’s lips pressed into a thin line, half a smile, half disbelief. ‘You mean that, don’t you?’
Cassie gave her a shy look. ‘Never lied to you before. Not about to start now.’
Delilah’s smile widened, and her hand found Cassie’s under the table, gripping it lightly. Cassie squeezed it gently, and they looked at each other for the longest moment. To Cassie, it lasted an eternity and was somehow over in a wink at the same time.
Delilah cleared her throat, breaking the spell. ‘Welp,’ she said, with deep regret. ‘Can’t sit around making eyes at you all morning. I still need to figure out how to look like I’ve heard of tennis before.’
Cassie laughed, her heart light. ‘You’re doing better than you realise. But yeah. We should get cracking.’
They finished their breakfast and headed over to the courts. Cassie was so caught up in Delilah that she didn’t even notice when they passed Petra.
But Petra noticed Cassie. And Delilah. And Cassie noticing Delilah. And then she suddenly found had a bunch of fresh things to yell at her student.



Sixty-Three
The sun was high, glaring off the clay courts. Delilah gripped her racket tighter, sweat beading at her temples as she chased down the next ball from the machine. Cassie stood near the net, clipboard in hand, watching her every move. And Delilah was on it. Thwack, thwack, thwack. Despite a lack of sleep, she was feeling it today, meeting every ball confidently.
It wasn’t that she was trying to impress Delilah today. She felt it was more that things simply looked different today. Suddenly, hitting a ball didn’t seem so hard. When you’d managed to seduce Cassie Thorne, everything else was cake.
And yet, Petra’s shadow lingered, darker than before. Delilah had gone from fear to disgust at a dizzying speed. Now that she knew Petra had taken advantage of Cassie when she was barely an adult, she wanted nothing more than to brain her with a racket.
But Cassie didn’t need her protection; she’d made that clear. Delilah had to respect how she wanted to handle that vile woman.
‘Good,’ Cassie’s voice cut through the heat, calm and measured. ‘But don’t drop your elbow on the backhand. Keep it sharp.’
Delilah nodded. ‘Turn up the speed,’ she said.
Cassie smiled and approached the machine, twisting a dial.
‘Ready?’ Cassie called.
Delilah nodded. The balls came fast, and she met them with full force, sending them back across the net with satisfying smacks.
‘Better,’ Cassie said, voice low. ‘Your footwork’s improving. You’re getting sharper.’
Delilah’s cheeks flushed. ‘Thanks, Coach.’
Cassie nodded, and some understanding passed between them. Yes, right now, I’m Coach. And I’m going to do my job.
Delilah was grateful for her teaching. She really was learning and growing in confidence.
And when the day was done, and the racket put aside, Delilah was going to rip Cassie’s clothes off.



Sixty-Four
Cassie capped her water bottle and put it down on the bench. Delilah was still at the baseline, racket twirling loosely in her grip, waiting for the next round. There was a brightness in her eyes, hungry, eager. She was ready for more. But Cassie needed to pee like no one’s business.
‘I’m going to use the bathroom,’ Cassie said, tone brisk. ‘Two minutes. Keep your legs moving.’
Delilah nodded, jogging on the spot like a good student, though Cassie caught the faint curl of a smile that promised trouble later. Cassie pushed the thought aside. She was the coach now. She had to be.
She strode off toward the toilets. That was when Petra stepped out from the admin block, blocking her path. It was a jump scare Cassie didn’t need.
‘God! Would you get a bloody bell?’
‘Cassie,’ Petra said. ‘We need to talk.’
Cassie rolled her eyes but followed her inside the cramped office, closing the door behind them. ‘What?’ she asked brusquely.
Petra didn’t waste time. ‘I know who the girl is,’ she said quietly, triumphantly. ‘Delilah whatever. She’s an actress. And I also know there’s a biopic about Tamsin Rowe being made. She’s playing her, right?’
Cassie’s irritation flared. ‘So? You worked it out. Big deal.’
Petra was pleased with herself. ‘You didn’t want me to know.’
Cassie crossed her arms. ‘What can you really do with that information? Nothing.’
Petra’s tone shifted, colder, sharper. ‘I’ve noticed something else. You and Delilah. You’re involved.’
Cassie’s jaw tightened. ‘That’s none of your business.’
Petra smiled thinly. ‘That silly kid couldn’t give you what you need.’
Cassie stared at her, stunned. ‘Is that what this is? You trying to get me back?’ She had to laugh.
Petra’s smile faltered, replaced by something brittle. ‘I didn’t say that.’
Cassie’s eyes narrowed, disbelief mingling with bitterness. ‘Then what the fuck do you want?’
Petra shrugged. ‘I just want to know that you’re OK now.’
‘Ah. So this is care?’ Cassie said, tired. She just wanted to get back to Delilah. Actually, she still needed that pee.
‘I shouldn’t have left things the way I did. I know that was a mistake.’
Cassie shrugged, disinterested. ‘Yeah?’
‘I just… didn’t know how to handle you when you were injured.’
‘You should never have handled me in the first place,’ Cassie told her flatly.
Petra laughed like Cassie had made a hilarious joke. ‘Oh, really? We’re going there? When you’re now sleeping with your student?’
Cassie shook her head. ‘She’s my age. About the age you were when we met, actually.’
But Petra was unabashed. ‘Still, you can see how it happens. That intensity? The shared ambition?’
Cassie rolled her eyes. ‘She’s playing a tennis player in a movie. We’re not trying to get to Wimbledon together. We’re done training in a week.’
‘And that’s why it won’t last,’ Petra said. ‘You’ve got nothing in common.’
Cassie crossed her arms, trying to keep her cool. She knew what Petra was trying to do. She wasn’t rising to it. But she had to play somewhat nice with Petra, lest they get booted. Delilah had a week left here, and Cassie wanted her to get the full benefit of that time. ‘OK, Petra. Whatever you say.’
‘She’s young and fun,’ Petra said smoothly. ‘And you should have a good time with her. But it won’t be more. Attachments fade. People move on.’
Cassie clenched her fists, forcing herself to stay calm. ‘Is that everything?’ she asked Petra.
Petra smiled. ‘Sure.’
Cassie walked away and headed to the bathroom, letting go of her anger, flushing it away like her long-awaited pee.
It was clear what Petra was trying to achieve. She couldn’t stand the idea of Cassie moving on. She wanted her broken, trapped in the pain she had left behind. Or worse, she believed she could reel Cassie back in. Either way, she was going to be disappointed. Cassie was finished with her.
She had not realised it before, but some part of her had been waiting for Petra to return all these years. Seeing her again, Cassie could finally see her for what she was and let it go. She could live again. She had not understood how numb Petra had left her until Delilah brought her back to life.
Her eyes were clear now. Her little detective act about Delilah’s identity was simply another manipulation. It was all Petra ever did. She had no idea how to relate to another person in any real way. No wonder she’d had to resort to seducing a twenty-year-old. Because an adult would see right through her. Cassie knew that because she was that adult now.
And yet, as she made her way back to Delilah, a thought crept in. What would happen when the week was over, when the training ended and Delilah no longer needed her?



Sixty-Five
Cassie looked odd when she came back from the bathroom. She was doing a fake smile for a start, which Delilah had never seen her do.
‘You OK?’ Delilah asked.
Cassie did something next that was also very alien coming from her. She gave a thumbs-up.
‘OK, what’s wrong?’ Delilah said.
The fake smile fell off. ‘OK, look. It’s no big thing, but… Petra knows who you are and why you’re here,’ Cassie said quietly, undramatically.
But the impact was the same as it would have been if she’d run on the court screaming it. Delilah was panicked. Her heart lurched. ‘She knows about the movie?’
Cassie shrugged lightly. ‘I’m not exactly sure how. But it doesn’t really matter.’
Delilah laughed. ‘How can it not matter? What if she tells someone? What if it gets back that Ashley lied about me being able to play? Because it’s my lie now. They’ll drop me, Cassie. They’ll recast, and that’s it. My career’s over before it even starts.’
Cassie shook her head, brushing a strand of hair back from her face. ‘No. If this gets back to anyone, what they’ll see is that you worked for this. You didn’t just rest on talent. You fought to become the role. That’s exactly what anyone playing Tamsin Rowe needs to be. A fighter.’
Delilah bit her lip, fighting the tremor in her voice. ‘But I don’t have anything else. This film is it. If I lose this, I’m done. I won’t get another chance.’
Cassie stepped closer, her voice softening. ‘Look at me. You’re OK.’
‘But…’
‘You’re better now. Good enough now. You do know that, don’t you?’ Cassie asked.
‘Not professional level.’
‘You were never supposed to be,’ Cassie pointed out.
‘Yeah, I know. I guess I just wanted to be able to be… I don’t know. Undeniable?’
Cassie frowned. ‘If I passed you by on the court now, not knowing who you were, I’d think you’d been casually playing for all your life. And that’s what you needed. You got there.’
Delilah let out a shaky breath, the knot in her chest loosening only slightly. ‘I want to believe you.’
Cassie gave her a small, steady smile. ‘Then trust me. Petra’s nothing but noise.’
Delilah nodded, trying to draw strength from that confidence.
Then, because the universe couldn’t give her a fucking chance to breathe, like, ever, Delilah heard footsteps crunching towards her. She turned to see a casually dressed woman—jeans, sneakers, and a loose jacket—phone in hand, eyes sharp and alert, standing at the entrance to the court.
‘Hi,’ the woman said brightly, ‘Delilah Day? I’m with ScreenScope. Mind if I ask you a few questions?’



Sixty-Six
Cassie stood just beyond the baseline, her gaze flicking between Delilah and the journalist. Delilah’s posture was rigid, braced.
‘You’re clearly busy. I’ll be quick,’ the journalist promised. ‘There’s been talk about a Tamsin Row biopic in development. I’ve been told that you were chosen to play her. Care to say anything?’
Delilah didn’t move. No flicker of acknowledgement, no whispered denial, just silence. She looked locked solid.
Cassie stepped forward, placing herself deliberately between Delilah and the journalist. She squared her shoulders and forced calm into her voice. ‘There’s no comment from Delilah. We’re focusing on training here. No interviews today.’
The journalist’s lips curved into a thin, knowing smile. ‘I only want a quick word.’
Cassie’s eyes narrowed. ‘It’s a no. You need to respect that.’
The journalist shrugged, but the smile never quite left her face. ‘Alright. Maybe I could talk to you? You’re Cassie Thorne, right? Former player? Are you training her, or is it more of a research thing?’
Cassie’s patience wore thin. ‘Look, this isn’t a press event. I’m asking you to leave. Now.’
The journalist hesitated, then reluctantly lowered her phone. ‘OK.’ Cassie stayed rooted, watching her leave.
As the journalist walked back off down the path, Cassie was suddenly burning with rage. She’d seriously had enough of Petra’s shit. She just needed confirmation that her anger was justified.
She turned to Delilah. ‘Wait here.’
Delilah managed to unlock enough to nod.
Cassie jogged after the journo, catching up with her at her car. ‘Wait. How did you find out we were here? Did you get a tip?’ she asked, expecting to hear Petra’s name.
But the answer was something else entirely.
The journalist shook her head, eyes glinting with a hint of amusement. ‘No tip. I’m chasing the lead from, ya know, the video.’
Cassie’s stomach lurched. ‘What video?’
The journalist paused, a smirk forming. ‘You don’t know?’



Sixty-Seven
Cassie was unusually quiet as she motioned for Delilah to sit beside her on the creaky wooden bench near the courts. Her stomach had tied itself into a knot as tight as the strings on her racket.
‘There’s something you need to see,’ Cassie said, voice calm but serious. She pulled out her phone and tapped a few times, then handed it over like it was a ticking bomb.
Delilah took the phone reluctantly. The screen lit up with a grainy, slightly fuzzy security camera video, captioned, ‘This is Delilah Day, playing at Larchfield. This is who they picked to play Tamsin Rowe,’ followed by five crying-laughing emojis. The footage was from high up, a security camera, the angle wide and merciless.
And there, front and centre, was Delilah.
The video began with Delilah awkwardly swinging and completely missing a serve. The ball dribbled across the court like it was on a leisurely stroll. Then came a baffling series of missteps: a stumble here, a wild backhand there, and an accidental double bounce that looked like it belonged in a slapstick comedy.
‘Cassie,’ she muttered, voice cracking under the weight of her embarrassment, ‘this looks terrible.’
Cassie reached out and gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. ‘That was literally your first day here,’ she said gently. ‘You were thrown off by the location change.’
Delilah gave a dry laugh, half a sob. ‘Thrown off? This is comedically bad.’
‘No, really. I remember it. This was the first hour after we got here,’ Cassie smiled. ‘You weren’t this bad, really. You’d improved by then. And you’re even better now. This doesn’t show the reality of your playing whatsoever. But I have to show you, because…’
‘Because it’s out there.’
‘Yes.’
Delilah stared down at the phone. ‘Welp. I’m fucked. If this is everywhere…’
Cassie shook her head. ‘I don’t think it’s exactly viral.’ She pointed out the view counter. It was under three thousand.
‘A journalist found it.’
‘Journalists—if that’s even what you can call that person—are looking for stuff they can turn into a story. I think you just got unlucky.’
As calming a presence as Cassie was, Delilah wasn’t pacified. The urge to cry felt dangerously close.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out, and the name on the screen made her stomach drop: Ashley.
Well, this couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?



Sixty-Eight
Cassie lingered behind the chain link, fiddling with it absent-mindedly; her eyes fixed on Delilah as she paced near the edge of the tennis courts, talking to her agent.
Cassie didn’t need to hear the words to get the tone. Delilah was hunched and tense. She wasn’t having a good time. But then she wandered a little closer, and Cassie could hear something.
‘I’m not sure about that,’ Delilah’s voice was low, hesitant. ‘No, I need to know exactly what they want first…’
Petra had crossed a line. Putting that video out wasn’t just some petty sabotage; it was a calculated strike meant to throw Delilah off balance, to shake her confidence, and maybe even to ruin her chances. If Cassie had been pissed about Petra’s continued attempts to get under Cassie’s skin, this? This was war.
***
Cassie found Petra in her office. She had been trying to take the high road in their last conversation, to keep her dignity. She didn’t care about that anymore.
‘So, this is how you play it, then?’ Cassie said, bursting in.
Petra looked up from a laptop, eyes sparkling with mischief. ‘Play what, exactly?’
Cassie placed her palms on the desk and leaned in. ‘You know exactly what I mean. The video.’
Cassie didn’t see Petra lean back exactly, but there was a subtle creaking of her leather chair that indicated a retreat. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’
‘It’s incredible how stupid you think other people are. The footage you leaked came from the security cameras here. Anyone can see that.’
Petra’s smile widened. ‘We’ve been hacked? Heavens! No!’
Cassie shook her head, furious. ‘What the hell is wrong with you?!’
Petra’s smile didn’t falter. In fact, it widened, sharp and calculating. ‘Oh, Cassie,’ she said softly, leaning back just enough to study her, ‘I’m glad to see this. This is what I always loved in you. That anger. It’s what would have made you a star if not for that injury.’
Cassie’s fists clenched on the desk, heat rising in her chest. ‘You think this is a game?’
Petra stood, walking from behind the desk and right up to Cassie, who straightened, alarmed.
‘Yes. I released the video. Why don’t you punish me?’ Petra asked.
Cassie froze for a heartbeat, and Petra’s smirk deepened. ‘You’d love it, wouldn’t you? You want to grab me by the throat, don’t you? Push me back on this desk…’
Cassie felt revulsion. ‘You make me sick,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘And I’m not letting you anywhere near that part of me again.’
Petra’s laugh was teasing, pleased. ‘You’re only making it better. The more you hold back…’ She shivered. ‘No one ever fought me like you did.’
Cassie nearly did it. Almost slapped her. She might have if she hadn’t known what Petra would get out of it.
But Cassie could hurt her. In a way she wouldn’t enjoy quite so much.
‘This place is still owned by Roberto Gallo, right?’
Petra’s smile faltered. ‘What?’
Cassie’s hand slid into her pocket and found her phone. She Googled Gallo Global and found the PR department number, as Petra watched her with silent apprehension.
‘Hello, this is Gallo Global, PR department, speaking. How may I direct your call?’ asked a woman chirpily.
‘This is Cassie Thorne. I need to report a serious breach at the Larchfield Programme. Its director, Petra Androvich, has leaked footage from the camp, private footage of a player. It’s online. Google Delilah Day, and I’m sure you’ll find it.’
The person at the other end gave Cassie a slightly flustered response, but Cassie didn’t need to get too deep into it. ‘I suggest you act fast. Robert Gallo will not be best pleased.’
She ended the call and put her phone away as she looked Petra directly in the eye. Petra’s smirk was no more. She slumped slightly, trying—and failing—to mask her fear. The knowledge that a fuck ton of chickens were coming home to roost was landing hard.
Cassie straightened, chest still pounding, and turned on her heel. Each step out of the office was steady, deliberate, and full of quiet triumph. Petra, once untouchable, had just discovered how powerless she truly was.



Sixty-Nine
Delilah lay curled up on the narrow bed in the bottom bunk. She was facing the wall, dazed. Once again, she was pretty sure she was screwed. She’d come through similar situations of late. But she’d been lucky too many times. Surely this was it. The end of hope.
A soft knock at the door made her jump. Then Cassie’s voice filtered in. ‘Delilah?’
‘Come in.’ She wiped her eyes hastily but didn’t turn as Cassie entered. ‘Sorry, I’m a mess.’
‘When did that ever bother me?’ Cassie said.
Despite the situation, that made her smile. She rolled over to face Cassie. She looked oddly… warm in the cheeks?
‘Are you OK?’ Delilah asked, wiping her cheeks.
Cassie chuckled. ‘Me? Yeah. Just came from getting Petra fired, so I’m dandy.’
Delilah climbed out of the bunk. ‘What?’
‘She leaked that footage. I mean, obviously.’
Delilah blinked. ‘You know, I really hadn’t thought about that part of it.’ Her brain caught up. ‘Wait, you got her fired?’
Cassie shrugged. ‘I mean, not yet. But eventually, I think. The guy who owns this place, Robert Gallo? He’s a very angry little billionaire who fucking loves tennis but can’t play for toffee. So he bought his way into the tennis world with this camp, and he takes its reputation very seriously because it’s his reputation. When he catches wind that Petra’s turning it into a joke by violating players’ privacy for lols on the internet, he’ll go absolutely nuts.’
‘And you called him?’
‘I called someone who can call someone who can call him,’ Cassie explained.
‘That’s… oddly sexy,’ Delilah said, feeling a surprising smile form on her own face.
Cassie looked briefly bashful but shook it off. ‘We should probably get out of here before she sends security or something.’
Delilah nodded and stood, starting to pack quickly. Cassie did the same.
‘Can I ask…’ Cassie said, stuffing socks into her bag.
Delilah paused. ‘What?’
Cassie took a deep breath, pausing sock packing. ‘What did your agent say?’
‘Oh,’ Delilah breathed. ‘That.’
Cassie bit the inside of her mouth. ‘It’s bad?’
‘Yep. It’s the filmmakers.’ She took a deep breath. ‘They wanted to invite me to something called The Beckett Invitational this weekend.’
Cassie wasn’t seeing the problem. ‘OK, that sounds… fine?’
‘My agent said it was a thing
to support youth tennis. Something about exhibition matches,’ Delilah explained further.
‘Yeah, I know it. Big players squeezing money out of wealthy tennis donors to run programmes for kids who can’t afford private lessons. I benefited from The Beckett Foundation myself a million years ago,’ Cassie said.
‘And?’ Delilah asked.
Cassie frowned, still not following the breadcrumb trail. ‘They do exhibition matches, there’s a dinner…’ She finally found a crumb. ‘Oh… wait.’
‘Yeah. My agent mentioned, oh so casually, that they often have “a few relaxed rallies between guests.”’
Cassie nodded. ‘I see.’
‘It’s clear what this is about. They’ve seen the video, and this is my only chance to show them I’m not totally uncoordinated. If I fuck this up, they can still recast me without fucking up their schedule. They’re probably already looking.’
‘But they haven’t said that.’
‘No, they’re trying to make it seem casual, so they don’t ruin the professional relationship before the shoot starts, I guess, just in case they don’t actually need to fire me. But I know. And they know I know. And I know they know I know. And they know—’
Cassie reached over and squeezed her hand, breaking the loop. ‘Look, I’m not worried about your playing. But we can keep going right up to the minute, if it’s what you need. We can move your skills up a notch or two, even in this short a time.’
‘But not here?’
‘No, not here. But I’ll find a place,’ Cassie told her confidently.
For the first time in hours, Delilah felt a flicker of hope. Maybe she could survive this? But that bloody video… She’d looked like a doofus. Uncoordinated and possibly a little drunk.
Still, Cassie didn’t seem worried.
‘I think you might be my hero,’ Delilah told Cassie seriously.
Cassie rolled her eyes, not taking it seriously at all.
‘I’m just trying to get into your knickers,’ Cassie smiled.
Delilah had to laugh. ‘You’ve already gained access, you liar.’
‘Stay in your good graces, then?’
‘You could have done that with a fraction of the effort, and I think you know that.’
Cassie sighed. ‘You got me. I guess I just care about you,’ she said, her eyes flicked away, unable to bear the sincerity of the moment.
But Delilah could handle it for the both of them. And she would. ‘How long do you think we’ve got before the heavies turn up?’ she asked slyly.
Cassie looked back at her and grinned. She leaned in, her voice barely more than a breath. ‘Could be minutes. Seconds.’
Delilah’s heart raced as their eyes locked. ‘Hmm. That sounds very dangerous.’
Cassie didn’t move away. Instead, she leaned in so close that Delilah could feel the warmth of her breath.
Cassie’s mouth brushed hers, light at first, testing. Delilah responded instantly, fingers tangling in Cassie’s T-shirt to pull her closer. Cassie backed her against the wall, hands roaming, the scrape of rough wood at Delilah’s shoulder heightening every nerve. Clothes shifted under impatient fingers.
The world was shrinking down to the heat of their bodies and the dizzying certainty that Delilah had never been more alive. She didn’t care if security came; she wanted Cassie right here, right now.



Seventy
The cabin was quiet except for their breaths and the sound of clothes being pulled away.
Cassie dragged Delilah’s shirt up, needing skin to skin. Delilah gasped when their bodies met, and Cassie swallowed the sound with another kiss.
Her hands mapped Delilah’s curves as they clung to each other. Cassie’s mouth trailed down her neck, teeth catching just enough to make Delilah shiver. That shiver lit something dangerous in Cassie. She wanted more.
Maybe Petra was sending people to eject them, maybe she was a bit busy trying to save her arse. Cassie didn’t care. She was in the moment, completely wrapped up in Delilah. Someone could have set the cabin on fire; Cassie wouldn’t have stopped until the flames licked her arse.
She picked Delilah up, and Delilah instinctively wrapped her legs around her waist. Cassie carried her over to the bunks and eased her onto the top one, which came up to about Cassie’s head. Cassie used that head height to its fullest advantage, pressing herself closer, spreading Delilah’s knees just enough to get in. Delilah groaned and grabbed Cassie by the hair, the perfect mix of gentle and firm.
The security men didn’t come. But Cassie saw to it that Delilah did. Again, and again.
***
Afterwards, they were slumped together on the top bunk, tangled in the quiet aftermath.
Cassie brushed a stray lock of hair from Delilah’s damp forehead. ‘I’m going to have to put you through it, Delilah,’ she muttered.
A naughty smile appeared on Delilah’s lips. ‘You already did.’
Cassie shook her head. ‘No, I mean… on the courts.’
‘Oh, we’re back to business?’ Delilah said with a tut and an eye roll. ‘Fine, hit me.’
Cassie pushed back the desire to kiss Delilah’s mischievous little mouth. ‘It’s not going to be like this. The courts we can use are going to be grimy and forgotten, the kind of places nobody even bothers to book. They’re crap, but it’s the last option at short notice.’
Delilah nodded. ‘Consider me warned.’
‘I’m sorry everything got so messy here. We shouldn’t have come,’ Cassie apologised.
Delilah looked at her like she’d lost the last of her marbles. ‘You didn’t know Petra would do this.’
‘I should have, though. I should have seen it coming.’
‘Stop it,’ Delilah admonished gently.
‘I won’t. I need to apologise to you. I’ve become… messy. That’s not what you came to me for,’ Cassie said.
She meant it. Everything had spun far beyond what she could have imagined. All she was supposed to do was train Delilah to play well enough to fake it onscreen. Instead, she’d dragged her to a camp run by her toxic ex, thrown her into unnecessary drama, and ended up getting her exposed online. It was, to put it mildly, well beyond the remit.
‘You’re not messy,’ Delilah said.
‘I am a little messy,’ Cassie insisted.
Delilah sighed. ‘Fine. You are.’ And then she shrugged.
‘That’s it? Shrug? I’ve put your career in jeopardy.’
‘It was in jeopardy long before Petra got involved,’ Delilah said with a light laugh. ‘It’s never been in anything else, as a matter of fact.’
Cassie cleared her throat. ‘OK, you’ve forced my hand. I have to tell you something.’
Delilah’s smile dropped. ‘What?’
‘I watched your show. After we started training.’
Delilah groaned. ‘God, no. Why the hell would you do that?’
Cassie gave her a rueful smile. ‘Curiosity. The reason I’m telling you this is because… you’re good. The show sucks. But you’re good. You deserve this opportunity. And even if something took it, there would be others. You’re a talent.’
Delilah’s grin softened. ‘That’s sweet. Mortifying for me. But sweet.’ She gave a little nervous laugh. ‘Since we’re confessing things… I’ve watched you play. A lot. At first, I just watched a few clips to know who was going to train me, but then… I couldn’t stop watching. I found every televised match you ever played, just about.’
Cassie raised an eyebrow, shocked. ‘What?’
‘It was kind of addictive. You’re unreal.’
Cassie tried not to let herself get a big head. ‘Maybe. Once.’
‘It sucks that you got injured. You’re great,’ Delilah said.
‘I might have been,’ Cassie said.
‘Present tense, Cassie. You are great,’ Delilah said.
Cassie licked her lips, looking away, overwhelmed. She traced her thumb along Delilah’s arm. ‘Yeah, great that I brought you here and exposed you to a narcissist with a grudge against me.’
Delilah shook her head gently. ‘Again, I’m shrugging.’ She waggled her shoulders dramatically in a way that made Cassie have to fight down laughter.
‘I trust you to get me through it,’ Delilah said.
Cassie let out a low laugh. ‘To get through what I caused?’
‘I mean it,’ Delilah said firmly. ‘I trust you.’
Cassie felt the weight of Delilah’s words. And then she felt a shot of terror. How real was this getting? Was she allowed to trust it? Or was she being very stupid right now? Was Delilah simply saying, What the hell else can I do at this point if I want this role?
Or…
Just then, a knock came at the door.
‘Security,’ a voice called.
***
As predicted, the guards escorted them out, past scandalised players and coaches, eyes wide and whispering. Not a trace of Petra anywhere, Cassie noted. Suffering privately, she hoped.
Delilah squeezed her hand. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ she smiled as they reached the car.
So they did. Cassie didn’t look back.



Seventy-One
Delilah was panting like a racehorse. A very unfit, extremely irritable racehorse.
They were back in town, in an area called Mutt Hill that Cassie had grown up in. Delilah had not been given a tour of the area, though she sort of would have liked to see the place where little Cassie had been born and raised. But Cassie was all business, taking her straight to the local courts.
They were dreadful. Cracks in the concrete with plant life growing out of them, the net held together by hopes and dreams alone. But it was somewhere to play, and Delilah appreciated it. Or she would have, if Cassie weren’t running her ragged.
‘Again,’ Cassie called as she served.
Delilah flailed her racket at the air. The ball had already bounced twice and rolled slowly and almost mockingly into the fence.
‘I don’t understand how I’m getting worse,’ she snapped, dragging her sleeve across her forehead. ‘Is that a thing that can happen?’
‘It’s called fatigue,’ Cassie said, walking over and tossing her another ball. ‘Also, panic. You’re trying too hard. And thinking too much.’
‘I’m trying exactly the right amount,’ Delilah muttered. ‘And I’m thinking about the right things. Like how I’m definitely going to be fired from a job I haven’t even officially got yet because I hit like a drunk clown.’
Cassie didn’t smile. She rarely did when they were training. Her face was stern, focused and maddeningly attractive. Not just in the lean-muscles-popping-out-of-her-T-shirt sense, but in the pure competence of her.
Not for the first time, Delilah felt strongly that her coaching talents were going to waste on her and all the other talentless players she coached. She should have been training pros. But Delilah knew better than to mention that.
A whoop of laughter erupted from the next court over. A couple of teenage girls were rallying lazily, but they’d paused long enough to mock Delilah’s last swing, mimicking her flailing arm in exaggerated slow motion.
Delilah groaned. ‘Brilliant. An audience.’
Cassie’s head tilted slightly, her voice level. ‘Use it.’
‘Use what? Their heckling?’
‘Yep.’
Delilah wasn’t loving this idea. ‘You don’t think I should try to block it out?’
‘This was never a fitness issue, nor a coordination issue,’ Cassie said, eyes locked on her. ‘And it’s not a tennis issue either. You’re in shape. You know how to play. But the moment we change location, or something unfamiliar pops up, you freeze. You get the yips. So, here’s the last thing you need to learn: how to take the noise around you, all the distractions and criticism, all the stuff that usually throws you, and use it. Channel it. Listen to what that kid’s saying. And then prove her wrong.’
‘But—’
‘Delilah,’ Cassie said emphatically. ‘This is everything you want right now. Do you understand? All you want in the whole wide world is to show that kid she doesn’t know shit. Find your fight.’
A whoop of laughter burst from the next court. ‘Yeah, come on, Serena!’ one of the girls jeered. ‘Show us how it’s done.’
‘Careful, babes,’ the second girl called. ‘You’ll knock yourself out before you hit the ball.’
Delilah groaned, dragging the racket down her face. ‘I don’t know, Cass. I don’t think I can do it.’
Cassie’s expression didn’t change. Her voice was steady, deliberate. ‘Use. It.’
Delilah trusted Cassie, so she tried. She shut her eyes and let it come.
Every insult. Every sneer. Every judgement. Not just about tennis. Everything. The bad auditions. Getting sacked from the soap. Her parents’ utter lack of belief in her.
She let it all wash over her. Then she searched for what Cassie said was there. The fight in her.
Her eyes snapped open.
‘OK, serve,’ she told Cassie.
Cassie smacked the ball at her, harder than usual. Delilah, teeth gritted, swung. Not wild this time. Controlled. Deliberate. She aimed, not at the court, not at the line, but straight at the chain-link fence where the girls were leaning.
The crack of the ball against metal was gunshot-loud. It smacked inches from their hands. Both girls shrieked and leapt back, one of them dropping her racket with a clatter.
Delilah stood tall, chest heaving, a grin stretching wide and fierce across her face. Rage had never felt so clean, so precise. And so fucking good.
Cassie’s eyes were on her, steady, approving. ‘You got it,’ she said simply.
Delilah twirled the racket in her hand, still buzzing, the adrenaline bright in her veins. For the first time, she wasn’t embarrassed. She wasn’t out of her depth.
She was dangerous.



Seventy-Two
Cassie’s heart was soaring. Delilah had found her fight, and a hell of an aim to boot. She needed time to enjoy that, feel it.
But Cassie’s elbow was throbbing now, dull and insistent. Normally, she’d lean on a ball machine for this kind of repetition, but there was no ball machine here. Just cracked courts, dodgy nets, and bitchy teenagers. It was so weird to be back here. She thought she’d never see this place again. It looked worse than she remembered. But it served a purpose, just as it had before. A place no one cared enough to throw you out of, a place to simply play. To get good.
One of the teenagers had already buggered off, clearly bored now that the entertainment had turned on her. But the mouthiest one was still leaning on her racket, chewing gum like she owned the place. Cassie had caught glimpses of her earlier, half-watching while Delilah stretched. She wasn’t bad.
Cassie had an idea that could really backfire.
‘Oi,’ Cassie called, rubbing her elbow. ‘Fancy a hit?’
The girl blinked, then smirked. ‘What, against her?’ She nodded at Delilah. ‘I’ll flatten her in five minutes.’
‘You think?’
‘That hit just now was a fluke,’ she said, with a look to Delilah. Delilah was still grinning.
‘Name?’ Cassie asked.
‘Whitney,’ she kid spat.
‘Alright, Whitney. Flatten her.’
Delilah straightened, the grin falling off her face. ‘Hold it. You want her to play me?’
Cassie met her eyes. ‘You can handle her.’
Delilah opened her mouth, then closed it again, bristling. ‘Fine,’ she grumbled.
Whitney sauntered onto the court, shoulders loose, racket swinging at her side. She had that swagger kids have when they’ve got nothing to lose. It made Cassie deeply nostalgic.
‘Don’t worry,’ Whitney said to Delilah with a grin. ‘I’ll go easy on you.’
Delilah muttered something under her breath that Cassie didn’t catch. But she stepped into position, jaw tight, fire in her eyes.
Cassie dropped onto the bench by the fence, finally giving her arm a rest. She leaned back and watched.
The first rally was scrappy, full of nerves and half-swings. But as the points stretched on, Delilah started to move sharper, react faster. Whitney was better than Delilah, no question. But she was cocky, lazy, letting shots sail long just to see if Delilah would chase them. And Delilah did. Every time.
This was exactly what Delilah needed. To play someone unfamiliar and infuriating. Someone who couldn’t wait to see her lose. Delilah had always played like she was playing against herself. It was the only thing she really needed to figure out. How to get the fuck out of your own way and focus on beating her opponent. Cassie hadn’t known till this afternoon how to get her there, how to tap into Delilah’s competitive side. But it was much like Cassie’s own way—anger.
It got a bad rap. It could be difficult to manage. But if you figured out how to use it, it was endless ammunition.
Point after point, game after game, the hours blurred together. The sun dipped low. Sweat darkened Delilah’s shirt, plastered her hair to her face, but she never quit. Whitney’s grin grew strained, her cocky little comments tapering off as Delilah’s stubbornness began to wear her down.
Cassie sat on the bench the whole time, arm resting, just watching. She didn’t need to bark corrections anymore. Delilah was learning on her feet, adjusting, growing sharper with every mistake.
By the time they finally stopped, both players bent double, panting hard, the court was littered with dead balls and long shadows. Whitney dropped onto the ground, sprawled and knackered. Delilah staggered to the fence, gripping it with both hands, sweat dripping off her nose. Though Whitney had won, it wasn’t by much. Delilah had made a serious stand of it.
Cassie knew Delilah was ready. And from the looks of it, so did Delilah. She had a slightly delirious smile on her face. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t won. She’d played.
‘Hey, good game, Whitney,’ Delilah said.
‘I want to play you again,’ Whitney said, sitting up. ‘I took it too easy on you.’
‘You won,’ Delilah pointed out.
‘Yeah, but I should have won ages ago,’ Whitney said.
Delilah nodded. ‘I’ll be here from nine tomorrow, all day. Come and kick my arse.’
‘Fucking right, I will,’ Whitney told her.
‘Come on, tiger. You need to rest,’ Cassie told Delilah, dragging her off the court.
‘Let’s get a drink first,’ Delilah said, a certain look in her eye. Cassie didn’t hate to see it, but she was amazed. ‘You can’t have a drop of energy left in you.’
Delilah laughed as she trudged off the court with Cassie. ‘We’ll see.’



Seventy-Three
Later, they sat in a tiny, casual bar just around the corner from Delilah’s flat. The place smelled faintly of fried food and old beer, with a sticky floor and vinyl booths that had seen better decades.
Delilah’s T-shirt clung to her damp skin, and Cassie’s tank and shorts were dusted with chalky grime. Showers were needed, but both seemed willing to put off that comfort a little longer.
Delilah hadn’t won today, but she didn’t care about that. She’d faced mouthy, cocky Whitney, and she hadn’t been destroyed, hadn’t been humiliated. She’d played to her limit, her real limit. Not an imaginary one she’d set herself. She’d play to the end.
Her legs were still shaky, thighs tingling from the endless sprints and lunges on the cracked court. And she felt incredible. She felt like a tennis player.
Cassie ordered a beer, and Delilah went for a soda. They didn’t speak at first, just sipped, letting the quiet hum of conversation and clinking glasses fill the space.
Delilah’s gaze drifted to Cassie, noting the tiny things: the way her braid swung a little when she turned, the tautness in her calves even when seated, the sparkle in her blue eyes. All day, she’d been aware of Cassie, but she’d had to keep a lid on it.
But it was the end of the day. No more Coach.
‘You played well today,’ Cassie told her.
‘I know,’ Delilah said with a grin. ‘I had no idea I could actually handle her until we kicked off,’ Delilah admitted. ‘But I just kept thinking, I really want to beat her. And I know I didn’t, but…’
‘You stopped playing you, and you played her. That’s the difference. That’s what a tennis player does. That’s what Tamsin Rowe did,’ Cassie told her. She looked, Christ, was she proud?
Delilah lifted her glass toward Cassie. ‘To trusting myself, then,’ she said, grinning widely. ‘And to a hell of a teacher.’
Cassie clinked her bottle gently against it, letting her fingers brush Delilah’s hand. The contact was brief, but it sent a jolt of warmth right through Delilah.
She felt ready to let herself simply enjoy Cassie. Not the coaching, not the tennis, not the victory, just Cassie. Sitting across from her, laughing softly, being that extraordinary blend of tough and tender that only she was.
This could be love, Delilah thought, unsurprised.
She’d been single for a while. Years, in fact. The last relationship she’d attempted had been with another actress, Emma. They’d met on a shoot. It had lasted exactly three weeks. Not three months, not three years. Three weeks.
Delilah remembered how it had begun: coffee, compliments, shared jokes on set, the kind of effortless chemistry that made her think, This has to be it.
Week two had been a whirlwind of manufactured crises: arguments over imaginary slights, whispered “secrets” meant to provoke jealousy, and late-night phone calls that ended with tears or shouts over things that hadn’t even happened. Everything was a performance, and Emma was addicted to the chaos. Delilah had tried to keep up, tried to keep it calm, but the energy was exhausting, relentless.
By week three, Delilah had learned two things: she was good at spotting when drama was staged in real life, and she was terrible at keeping up with it. The relationship ended quietly, with Emma storming off in a cloud of fury because Delilah hadn’t responded “correctly” to a minor misunderstanding she’d invented. Three weeks, all-consuming drama, and not a single calm moment.
Emma was famous now, in an American procedural. Delilah would occasionally see the show pop up on a streaming service. She’d click the thumbs-down review button and move on.
And now, Delilah thought, sipping her soda, Here I am. With Cassie. It was night and day. She was so much more genuine than Emma could have dreamed of being. That was what Delilah was drawn to. Though she could be stoic, there was nothing fake about her. She was the real deal.
Then Delilah realised something she didn’t like. In a few days, they’d have no reason to be around each other anymore. And they hadn’t talked about what would happen then. Whether Cassie would want this to keep going. Whether she took it seriously. Delilah knew Cassie was a serious person and didn’t do anything lightly. But she’d have been a fool to assume she could read Cassie’s mind.
Delilah, despite her current confidence, didn’t want to jump into that conversation. Firstly, she didn’t know what the answer would be. Secondly, she loved how it was now. Chemistry. Unbelievable sex. Unlimited possibilities.
Cassie Thorne. There was still so much to know about her. And Delilah wanted the chance to know it.



Seventy-Four
Cassie’s fingers curled around her bottle, feeling the cold glass press against her palm. Delilah was riding a high that she deserved to feel. Cassie was proud of her.
She studied Delilah as she sipped her soda: the dark, twinkly eyes and that sassy mouth she’d probably get to kiss later, which was a sexy miracle. She wanted to focus on that—on everything that had seemed impossible but happened anyway. But her mind kept skipping ahead, to when training ended, to the moment Delilah might simply walk away and leave her with nothing but memories.
Delilah’s voice abruptly cut through her anxieties. ‘I’ve been watching her—Tamsin Rowe—every match available, every interview. But… you grew up with it, didn’t you? What’s that like? To grow up playing tennis, watching her?’
‘What would that tell you about playing her?’
Delilah shrugged. ‘Most likely? Nothing.’
‘Then why ask it?’ Cassie pressed.
‘I guess I just want to know,’ Delilah said.
‘About her?’
‘No,’ Cassie said. ‘You.’
Cassie blinked at her, caught off guard by the intensity behind that simple answer.
She didn’t know if she should admit something here, something she’d never said to Delilah. But she’d been asked. She wasn’t going to lie. ‘I idolised her.’
Delilah’s eyes widened slightly, a mix of awe and surprise. ‘You did. You never said.’
‘I didn’t think it mattered,’ Cassie said, glancing down at the table.
Delilah laughed. ‘Wow.’
‘It wasn’t important in what we were trying to do.’
‘You don’t think?’
‘I wanted to make you into a confident tennis player. You really think knowing how much I looked up to Tamsin would have helped?’
Delilah considered. ‘I take your point. But you’re telling me now.’
‘You asked.’
Delilah smiled. ‘So, anything I ask, you’d just tell me?’
Cassie thought that over. She wasn’t a robot. She could tell a white lie if needed. But she wouldn’t lie to Delilah. She simply wouldn’t want to. ‘I think so.’
‘OK. Do you think I can play her? Tamsin?’
Cassie nodded, happy to get such a softball. ‘Yep. I think you can.’
Delilah looked oddly taken aback. ‘You do?’
‘I’m not in your world. I don’t know acting. But I could see it, and that’s all I can say. I…’ Cassie stopped short.
‘What?’ Delilah asked, absolutely hungry for that dropped sentence.
Cassie wasn’t sure. It felt like too much.
‘You said you’d answer any question.’
Cassie knew she was trapped now. She had to say it. ‘Fine. I… I believe in you.’
Delilah blinked, and for a moment, Cassie thought she might have said too much. The words hung between them, heavier than either of them expected. Delilah’s lips quirked, not quite a smile. Her eyes lingered on Cassie in that way that made it impossible to look away.
‘I like having you on my side.’
Cassie swallowed. ‘I’ve always been on your side,’ she said.
Delilah’s lips curved further, and she shifted slightly closer. ‘What about when I pranged your car?’
That was less of a softball. Though it would have been so easy to simply apologise for that, to say, You caught me in a bad moment. But Cassie didn’t do that.
‘Yeah, I was in a very fucking bad mood at that moment. And I took that out on you.’
Delilah nodded, still smiling. ‘OK. Well, try not to do that again, if you don’t mind?’
Cassie let out a self-conscious laugh. ‘I’ll… try.’
Delilah’s eyes held hers. ‘Good. Because that’s a really hard glare you’ve got. I was a bit terrified.’
Cassie felt heat rise to her cheeks and looked down at her bottle, twisting it between her hands. ‘I could probably do worse,’ she said quietly, almost to herself.
Delilah’s eyebrow lifted, but her expression stayed calm, measured. ‘Worse?’
‘Yeah,’ Cassie said, voice low, careful. ‘I mean… I’m sort of an arsehole. I do know that about myself.’
Delilah watched her, head tilted. ‘You don’t scare me anymore, Cassie.’
Cassie shrugged, trying to sound casual, but her heart was hammering. ‘No?’
Delilah’s gaze softened. ‘Nope,’ she said, making the P pop.
Cassie didn’t know whether to feel relieved or more exposed. ‘Good to know,’ she murmured, almost inaudible.
They talked then, easier than before. Not just tennis, but anything that drifted to the surface. It was mostly Delilah who let things spill. She spoke about the films that had stayed with her, the music she loved, the worst jobs she’d stumbled through. Cassie offered less, choosing her words carefully, but still enough to keep the conversation alive.
But underneath it all, fear lingered. She wasn’t sure she was enough for this. Enough for Delilah. Retired tennis pro with a dodgy elbow. Could she keep up with someone like Delilah? Someone vibrant, so bloody alive?
The thought of it ending—of returning to an empty apartment and routine life, without this—made her heart hurt.
‘I think there’s some beer at my place,’ Delilah blurted out nervously.
Cassie blinked. ‘Are you just listing things in your flat or is that an invitation?’
Delilah laughed. ‘What do you think?’



Seventy-Five
Delilah woke to warmth against her side. Cassie.
She blinked against the dim light coming through a gap in the curtains. She was exhausted. From a lot of things. But it was the last day she had to get ready before the sodding Invitational tomorrow.
But she didn’t dread it like she had. Before that Whitney girl had tried to take her to task and failed.
Still, the unexpected lay ahead of her. So bloody much of it. It felt like there were so many hurdles to jump before she could simply rest. And a stumble over any one of them could take everything she’d worked so hard for.
If the miracle did occur, and she wasn’t fired, could she actually do justice to someone Cassie had spent her life idolising? Could she get it right? Any of it?
And then there was Cassie herself. The biggest, most fragile question of all. Should Delilah tell her that she wanted more? Could she risk it? Could she bear the possibility of being rejected?
Too many questions, too early. She had no answers. And she feared getting them.
Cassie stirred beside her, eyelids flickering open. Ice-blue eyes were looking at her.
‘Morning,’ Delilah said softly, trying not to look like a woman freaking out before she’d had her first coffee.
Cassie blinked, yawned, and smiled. ‘Morning,’ she said.
Delilah watched her for a long beat, crazy things trying to get out of her mouth. She didn’t let them. As an actress, it was always best not to improv. Not if your scene partner wasn’t on board.
They dressed slowly, almost ritually, lacing shoes, checking rackets, filling water bottles.
On the drive to the court, it was still quiet between them. ‘Ready for the last day of hell?’ Cassie asked finally.
That was a very complicated question to unravel, so Delilah didn’t try. ‘I just hope Whitney shows up,’ she said evenly.
‘Me too. She’s been great for your game.’
‘Because I hate her?’ Delilah asked.
‘Exactly. You know how to make that a weapon now.’
‘She’s such a little shit, though,’ Delilah complained as they pulled into the car park.
Cassie pulled up the handbrake and unclipped her belt. ‘She’s young. And a bit too angry. She’ll probably outgrow that.’
Delilah gave Cassie a sideways look as she unclipped, but made no move to get out of Cassie’s car. ‘You know, she reminds me of the first video I saw of you playing. That look in her eyes, like she wants to hit the ball through your skull.’
Cassie laughed, and then her eyes were sad. ‘Man, I miss that.’
‘You don’t have to. I mean, I know your elbow means you can’t play now. But…’ Delilah paused, knowing she was in tricky territory. But she had to say it. It could not go unsaid any longer. ‘You should coach properly. You’re wasted at that club. You could give kids like you were a real shot. You could help them.’
Cassie was quiet. ‘No, I can’t.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because if I can’t play, I can’t be in that world anymore.’
‘Why?’ Delilah pressed.
Cassie looked at her. ‘If you couldn’t act, would you want to be around actors? Watch them thrive?’
Delilah gave a half-shrug. ‘That’s an actor’s life. You keep struggling while other people leap ahead. And sometimes, they’re not even the ones who deserve it.’
‘But you’re getting your shot now. That’s never going to happen for me.’
Delilah studied her. She could see that Cassie had built a wall and cemented herself behind it. It wasn’t her place to chip at it. But she couldn’t help herself.
‘That doesn’t mean you can’t find good in it anymore,’ Delilah said quietly.
Cassie gave a humourless smile. ‘It does. There’s no comeback from this. Not for me.’
‘So that’s it? You just… shut the door?’
‘I don’t have a choice.’
Delilah felt almost angry now. ‘You do. It just doesn’t look the way you thought it would.’ She softened. ‘You’re still that player, Cass. Even if you never hit another ball. And you could teach someone else how to use everything you have.’
For a long moment, Cassie just stared at her, unreadable. Then she looked away. ‘You make it sound so easy.’
‘It isn’t. But it’s better than pretending you’re already done.’
Cassie’s nostrils flared. ‘Look, I… I just think it’s better to train idiots who don’t care about tennis.’
Delilah was going to retort that—even though she wasn’t sure how—when someone knocked on the car window nearest her. ‘JESUS!’ she exclaimed. She turned to find Whitney’s angry face at the window.
‘You’re late!’ she said. ‘Get out of the car. I don’t have all day.’ Then she stormed off to the courts.
Once Delilah’s heart had climbed back into her chest, she turned back to Cassie. ‘She’s bloody eager.’
Cassie laughed. ‘Yep. She’s a killer. You ready to use that?’
Delilah sighed and got out of the car, grabbing her gear from the back. ‘OK, then,’ she said as they approached the court. ‘Let’s do this one more time.’



Seventy-Six
Delilah was out there with Whitney again, and from the first rally, Cassie could see the difference. Whitney had turned up another gear. Her footwork was sharper, her timing cleaner. Cassie wasn’t that surprised. She’d suspected this was in Whitney. Like Delilah, she just needed someone across the court to piss her off and click, talent unlocked.
Delilah was chasing shadows. Too slow to the wide balls, late on the return, pushed back behind the baseline again and again.
But she wasn’t folding.
She kept scrapping for every point, stretching, lunging. She didn’t care that she was outmatched. She kept playing every point to its bitter end. Cassie could tell she was even enjoying it at moments.
When Cassie thought back to Delilah’s starting point, it was night and day. This wasn’t the girl who used to fold after a few ugly errors. This was someone who had decided to stay in the fight, even if the fight was hopeless.
Whitney nailed winners past her, again and again, but Delilah didn’t sulk, didn’t slump. She had a funny little grin on her lips, like she was glad to be tested. Like the losing didn’t matter if she could drag one more ball back, make Whitney earn it one more time.
She was outmatched, yes, but Cassie could see the foundation, the automatic footwork patterns, the racket angles that came out under pressure without her even thinking. Delilah had real technique buried in her muscles, surfacing even when fatigue pulled at her.
It was gratifying to see. Cassie made an experienced amateur-level player out of her. Cassie thought she might even have been at a point of being able to keep pace with a few pro players who she’d seen go out in the first round or two at tournaments back in the day. She was a decent amateur. But she had the heart of a Wimbledon winner.
No one would know Delilah hadn’t grown up on the courts if Delilah didn’t want them to. Cassie felt proud of herself for pulling this out of her in just under six weeks, and proud of Delilah for getting there against all odds.
But watching Whitney made her feel a totally different way. Because Delilah had been right. Watching Whitney’s fire, Cassie could see herself at that age. Reckless and hungry. And yes, what Delilah had said to her in the car was playing on Cassie’s mind. But the thought of being the one to teach that kind of player, of shaping that energy into something unstoppable, both thrilled and terrified her.
***
By the time it ended, Whitney had taken Delilah apart. Point by point, game by game, she’d worn her down until the scoreline was brutal. Cassie had seen plenty of players leave the court crushed after something like that. But Delilah wasn’t. She walked off flushed, sweaty, and tired. But her chin was up, her stride steady. She’d played her best, and she knew it.
‘That’s more like it,’ Whitney said, packing up. She walked off smugly.
‘Thanks!’ Delilah called after her.
‘Fuck off,’ Whitney said, walking away from the court.
Delilah tutted. ‘What an arsehole,’ she said. ‘I’ll miss her.’
Cassie cleared her throat. ‘Well, that’s it. Training complete,’ she said, trying to sound casual, feeling anything but.
Delilah stilled. ‘Oh. Yes. I suppose that’s it, isn’t it?’
‘Good luck tomorrow,’ Cassie said as Delilah slung her bag over her shoulder. She tried to keep it casual, but a knot formed in her chest. If this was it—if this was the last glimpse she got of Delilah—it would end here, on the edge of a practice court, the words good luck standing in for goodbye.
But Delilah gave her a look as though she’d lost her mind. ‘You’re not coming?’
Cassie blinked. ‘Coming? I’m not invited.’
‘Of course you are.’ Delilah frowned, as if Cassie had just said something ridiculous. ‘I emailed my agent yesterday, got you on the guest list. I thought… I’m sorry, I just assumed you’d come. I should have asked.’
Cassie stared, caught off guard. The idea of attending a proper tennis event was a lot.
But Delilah was still looking at her like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like she assumed Cassie would be there, that she wanted her there.
Cassie felt the nerves rising. But beneath it was something else, something warmer. Gratitude. Relief that Delilah didn’t seem to be walking away from her just yet.
‘All right,’ she said quietly, almost to herself. ‘I’ll be there.’



Seventy-Seven
The Beckett Invitational party was just as polished as the courts outside. White tablecloths, rows of glasses catching the light, trays of canapés drifting past on the hands of waiters who never seemed to stop moving. And the people? Delilah could smell the wealth. Everyone moved with that loose, confident ease of those who never had to worry about an unexpected bill.
Delilah sort of hated them immediately.
She kept close to the edge of the room, taking it all in. Cassie walked beside her, stride easy, shoulders loose, dark jacket unzipped over a plain black T-shirt, jeans worn soft at the knees, boots scuffed from use. She looked hot as fuck, mostly because of how effortlessly she carried herself in this overly preened room. Delilah had dressed to the nines in a deep emerald slip dress that clung in all the right places. Her heels pinched, her hair was lacquered into submission, every detail painstakingly arranged. Yet next to Cassie, she felt like she was trying too hard. Cassie, she supposed, knew this world well enough not to give a damn what anyone thought.
But then some guy bumped into them and muttered, ‘Scuse I,’ as he walked away, Cassie’s face darkened.
‘Who was that?’ Delilah asked.
‘That’s Jarvis Peekle,’ Cassie almost spat.
‘I ask again, who is that?’
Cassie sighed. ‘Just some player I remember from my last tourno. Went out first match. Fucking rubbish. Ranked fifteenth in the country now, if you can believe it.’
Delilah nodded. ‘So you hate him because he had way less talent than you, but he got to stick around until he got any good, while bad luck robbed you of the opportunity to be in his position despite your natural talent.’
Cassie laughed, a short, surprised sound. ‘That’s about the size of it, yeah.’
Delilah gave Cassie a long look. ‘I shouldn’t have forced you to come here, should I?’
‘You didn’t force me, Delilah,’ Cassie told her.
‘I did. I boxed you into this. I’m sorry. I won’t mind if you want to leave.’
Cassie shook her head. ‘I’ll be OK.’ She paused. ‘I’m glad you asked me to come.’
Delilah felt a little funny in the tummy at that. She wondered if today was the day to brace herself and do it. Have ‘the conversation’. But there was so much going on today. She didn’t have the bandwidth to potentially add a heartbreak.
Delilah noticed Ashley spotting them and strode over.
‘There she is,’ she said, squeezing her hand like a stage parent, before ushering her forward into the knot of people she’d been talking to.
‘James, look who I found!?’ Ashley said.
James Rourke, the director of the Tamsin Rowe biopic, was a wiry man with restless hands. ‘Delilah. Thanks so much for coming along. I’m sure you’re busy, but we just thought it would be nice for you to spend some time in the tennis world. For, you know… research.’
He was pretending not to have seen the video. OK, fine. Delilah would go along with that. She smiled and took a glass of champagne from a passing tray. The stem felt slippery in her hand.
‘Oh, this is my tennis coach, Cassie Thorne,’ Delilah said casually.
She had to explain why a formerly famous player was her date, and it seemed the most sensible thing to say. Now that she was on the other side of her inexperience, it was less dangerous to mention Cassie.
Cassie only nodded and took her own drink.
‘You’ve been in training already?’ James said, super casual.
‘I’ve just been keeping my hand in,’ Delilah said, feeling a slight tremor in her knees.
‘That’s great. We’ve got our own coach for you, but she’s more about training you to move like Tamsin. As you’re, you know, already very experienced.’
‘Great,’ Delilah said, telling her knees to cut the shit.
‘Yeah,’ said Ashley, though what exactly she was saying ‘yeah’ to was hard to say.
Delilah necked her drink and then held up the empty glass. ‘Welp, I’m empty!’ And she walked off, dragging Cassie by the hand.
‘Jesus Christ, am I sweating?’ she asked when they were a safe distance away.
Cassie shook her head. ‘You’re OK. Calm down.’
‘Yeah, I’d love to. Say, do you have any sedatives on you? Anything that will stop me feeling like I’m about to rocket off to the moon?’
‘Just have another glass.’
‘I feel like alcohol isn’t cutting it. I might see if anyone has any heroin.’
Cassie snorted. ‘You handled that director guy fine.’
‘It’s not just him. It’s the room. I’m out of my depth. Everyone here’s either rich or famous or both.’
‘Give it a year, that’ll be you,’ Cassie said.
That stopped Delilah short. ‘You really think so?’
‘Why shouldn’t it be?’ Cassie asked lightly.
Delilah forced herself not to respond to that compliment with a list.
‘God, I wish Whitney were here,’ Delilah muttered. ‘That girl really knows how to piss me off in that specific way that I find really helpful.’
Cassie placed a hand on Delilah’s arm. ‘No one in this room is better than you.’
Delilah felt her goosebumps stand to attention. But she was not forgetting why this room was hard for both of them. ‘Well, you either.’
Cassie smiled sadly. ‘No?’
Delilah looked at the beautiful, sad eyes of Cassie Thorne and, for a brief second, she pictured the words falling out of her mouth, spilling across the noise of the party, unmissable. I want to be yours. I want you to be mine.
But she didn’t say them.
And then she saw something. James Rourke, moving across the room, all restless gestures and easy charm, talking to someone.
That someone else was Lena Dalton, a very famous actress. The same Lena Dalton who had been the frontrunner for Tamsin Rowe before Delilah got the part. According to Ashley, Lena had priced herself out, which left the bargain-bin newcomer a chance to swoop in. Not that it mattered for Lena. She could afford to lose roles. She was cushioned by a trust fund and a surname that opened every door in the business.
But now she was here, talking to James. A coincidence? Not likely. Was Lena prepared to drop her fee to get in this movie?
This was bad.



Seventy-Eight
Cassie had been avoiding this. Years of keeping her distance, telling herself she was better off with the middle-aged accountants who wanted to keep their knees moving. They didn’t remind her of what she’d almost had.
But here she was, courtside of an exhibition match between Santos and Fujimoto, close enough to see the strings bounce on impact, close enough to feel the air shift when someone went for a big forehand.
She was waiting to see if there was going to be a panic attack or some kind of meltdown. The jury was still out.
Delilah sat beside her, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees, eyes fixed on the rally. ‘Bet you’d still wipe the floor with them,’ she muttered to Cassie.
‘I could wipe the floor for them, but that’s about it,’ she said as dryly and unaffected as she could manage.
They watched in silence for a while. Eventually, Cassie’s eyes drifted to Delilah, noticing the way she leaned in, completely absorbed, and felt herself drawn along. Every volley, every grunt of effort from Santos or Fujimoto, passed through her, passing to Cassie.
Cassie shifted a little closer, enough to feel the warmth of Delilah beside her, and let herself just be there. For the first time in a long time, she found herself able to simply watch. And then, eventually, to Cassie’s shock and astonishment, to enjoy.
Delilah, ever observant, gave her a light nudge.
‘I know this is weird for you, but… is any part of you glad to be here?’ she asked cautiously.
Cassie didn’t answer right away. ‘Maybe a bit,’ she said at last.
‘A bit,’ Delilah echoed, as though she understood the weight packed into the word.
They went back to watching. Santos missed a short forehand, sending the ball skidding wide, and Cassie’s hand twitched almost reflexively.
Delilah leaned in close, her lips not quite touching Cassie’s ear, but making her shiver anyway. ‘You’re into this, aren’t you?’
‘Just watching,’ Cassie said.
‘OK,’ Delilah said, her gaze returning to the court. But her knee bumped Cassie’s lightly, a small touch that stayed for a beat before she shifted again.
Cassie had a thought. And the thought was that this could be a moment to ask Delilah if she would miss Cassie when this was over. She could phrase it casually, not some desperate plea. It could be easy.
But she kept her eyes on the match instead.
The crowd let out a collective gasp as a player made a ridiculous drop shot, the ball spinning just over the net.
The final point came with a clean winner down the line, Fujimoto doing a little fist pump in celebration. The crowd broke into applause. Players shook hands at the net, the chair umpire climbed down, and the announcer’s voice floated through the tannoy, thanking sponsors and inviting everyone to get shitfaced at the clubhouse.
Cassie felt the tension in her shoulders ease as she stood with the crowd, just a fraction. She’d made it through—her first time this close in years—without falling apart. Better than that, actually. Maybe even feeling…
Yes, there it was. Just the smallest sense of homecoming.
Delilah shifted beside her, standing, straightening that knockout dress she was wearing. The movement brought her arm against Cassie’s for a moment. Then, without looking, Delilah’s hand found hers.
‘I’m glad you’re here.’
It was nothing, really. The kind of thing people could miss if they weren’t paying attention. But Cassie felt it through her entire being. The world felt tilted. She didn’t know if it was the tennis match or Delilah. Maybe it was both.
As people began to shuffle out, Delilah let go. She glanced at Cassie with a half-smile.
‘Drink?’ she asked, as if nothing had happened.
Cassie nodded. ‘Sure.’
Cassie knew this was a big day for Delilah and that she was feeling the pressure. But Petra had been wrong. This could be something. It had to be. If Cassie could find the nerve to say it.



Seventy-Nine
Delilah leaned against the polished wooden railing of the patio while people milled and chatted behind her. The scent of champagne mingled with the faint tang of the tennis courts drifting up from below. She was alone. Cassie had excused herself to the bathroom, leaving Delilah a few minutes to quietly freak out about what was coming if she needed to.
But she felt OK. Cassie had prepared her for this. And Cassie thought she could do it. That meant something. A lot, actually.
Ashley sidled up to Delilah, a conspiratorial grin on her face. ‘So… what’s going on with you and Cassie?’
Delila was furious at her agent. ‘Why are you asking me about that right now? You know this is an audition, don’t you?’
‘Sure. But my God, the tension between you two is bloody outrageous. I nearly cut myself just standing between you.’
Delilah cocked her head at Ashley. ‘You’re trying to distract me, aren’t you?’
‘Yes. Would you let me?’ Ashley asked.
Delilah sighed. She couldn’t deny it. ‘…Yeah, something is happening with me and Cassie,’ she admitted, her voice low.
Ashley leaned closer, curiosity gleaming. ‘And… where’s it going? Is it… serious?’
Delilah’s eyes flicked to the edge of the patio, and her heart skipped a beat. James Rourke was heading toward her, Lena Dalton with him. There was no time for love confessions.
Delilah pressed a hand to Ashley’s arm and whispered, ‘I don’t have time for that right now.’
She turned and braced.
‘Delilah, there you are,’ James said, reaching them. ‘Have you met Lena before?’
Delilah looked at Lena Dalton and gave her very best and politest meeting-people smile. ‘No. Hi. How did you find the match?’
‘Not bad,’ Lena said. ‘It’s not the first time I’ve seen either of them; they were both at Wimbledon last year. The play’s just a little more… well, competitive, I guess.’
Delilah nodded. ‘I’m sure.’
James turned to Delilah. ‘How’d you find it?’
‘Interesting,’ Delilah said and then added. ‘Santos was mixing up his spins more than usual, and Fujimoto—her footwork, the way she angled those drop shots—it was clever.’
Delilah had spoken before she thought, but she couldn’t help but notice that James looked slightly agog. She didn’t hate it.
James glanced around the room. ‘Hey, Delilah, did you know that the guests are going to play a bit?’
Delilah smiled. ‘They are?’ she said, resisting the urge to clutch her pearls in mockery.
‘What do you think? You up for it?’ he asked.
Delilah shrugged. ‘Sure.’
‘Lena, you were looking for someone to play, right?’ James said with a rictus grin.
Lena looked at him with barely masked annoyance. ‘Was I?’
James nodded. ‘Yeah, you definitely said…’
Lena nodded and shrugged, amused. ‘Why not?’
Delilah stole a glance toward the bathroom door, hoping Cassie was back. She could have done with her calming presence right now.
James clapped his hands lightly. ‘Alright, let’s go.’
Delilah swallowed, hoping none of her panic showed. ‘Now?’
‘Why not?’ James asked. ‘They’ve got tennis clothes ready to go in the back if you can’t play in that?’
Delilah nodded. ‘I’ll go grab something then, shall I?’
Lena smiled. ‘I can play in this,’ she said, gesturing at her dress. While loose, it wasn’t really sporty. Lena was clearly not expecting much of a challenge.
That pissed Delilah right off.
James clapped his hands together again. ‘Excellent.’
Delilah walked inside to find something to wear, eyes out for Cassie. Where the hell was she?
***
As they walked toward the court, Delilah, now in tennis whites, felt the weight of this moment heavy on her shoulders. She still didn’t know what had become of Cassie. What the hell was going on? Delilah needed her!



Eighty
Cassie pushed open the bathroom door, drying her hands on a paper towel. She was still considering when she should make her move.
And how could she put it? What could she ask that wouldn’t be slightly alarming? She couldn’t exactly propose. She couldn’t even mention the G word yet; it was way too soon. But please date me officially, was crap.
How did you ask someone to be with you? How did you let them know you were really in it, that being with them had brought you back to life? That you were halfway in love with them already?
Yeah, that sounded fucking crazy.
As she rounded the corner back toward the reception, she saw Delilah out on the patio, turned away, chatting to her agent, and Cassie headed her way. A faint thread of conversation floated toward her, just audible over the murmuring crowd.
‘…Yeah, something is happening with me and Cassie,’ Delilah said.
Cassie’s stomach fluttered. She paused, pretending to check her phone, but her ears were attuned to every word. Delilah didn’t know she was being overheard, and Cassie wanted to keep it that way.
‘And… where’s it going? Is it… serious?’ came Ashley’s conspiratorial whisper.
Cassie stopped breathing, awaiting the response that would tell her everything.
‘I don’t have time for that right now,’ Delilah said.
The words landed like a punch. Her heart thudded painfully. That’s it. She doesn’t have time for it. For me.
She forced herself to turn away, trying to shove the disappointment down.
Cassie slipped through the crowd, weaving past clusters of guests. She needed a corner where she could think.
Finally, she found a quiet corridor leading away from the reception, the murmur of laughter and conversation fading behind her. She leaned against the wall, exhaling slowly.
And there, alone, she felt Delilah’s words, repeating over and over in her head. And they made absolute sense to Cassie. This was only what she’d been expecting. The only part of her that had given her trouble was the part that hoped it might be real. That stupid, stupid part.



Eighty-One
Delilah had thought she would be on one of the smaller courts, just playing in front of James, maybe a handful of people at most.
Instead, she was being led toward Centre Court, where Santos and Fujimoto had played that afternoon. The lights were on as the sunlight faded, and dozens of people were in the stands.
She had been on sets where the lighting turned her skin a jaundiced yellow, in front of cameras so high definition they exposed every pore. But in her most sweat-soaked nightmares, she had never imagined being on display like this.
Just as she was about to head in, she saw movement at the edge of her vision.
Cassie. She was leaving. Head down, shoulders tight, as though she couldn’t get away fast enough.
‘Wait!’ The word tore out of Delilah. She turned to Lena, desperate. ‘Just give me a moment.’
Lena shrugged, unbothered. ‘Sure.’
Delilah bolted, heading after Cassie. ‘Hey!’
Cassie stopped reluctantly, face stony as she turned.
Delilah skidded to a halt. ‘What are you doing? The match is about to start. They’ve got me playing bloody Lena Dalton for the role!’
Cassie paused. ‘That’s good news. She’s an actress, like you. Not a player. Probably can’t play any better than you can now.’
Delilah didn’t understand what was happening. ‘But, but… why are you leaving?’
‘Because I can’t do this anymore.’ Cassie’s voice was quiet, but it landed like a hammer.
Delilah blinked, stunned. ‘What are you talking about?’
Cassie folded her arms. ‘You’ve got what you wanted. You’re ready for this film. You don’t need me anymore.’
‘That’s not—’ Delilah faltered, words sticking in her throat.
‘Whatever this was between us…’ Cassie’s throat worked as she swallowed. ‘It’s run its course, hasn’t it?’
‘What?’ Delilah whispered.
Cassie shook her head, cutting her off before she could scramble for words. ‘Go play, Delilah. You’re gonna do fine without me now.’
Delilah’s mouth opened, closed. Nothing came. By the time she gathered herself, Cassie was already gone.
**
Back on court, everything felt muffled, unreal, like she was watching someone else’s body move.
Lena’s first serve streaked past her untouched, a blur of white against the green. The second did the same. The third Delilah swung at, desperate, and batted straight into the net.
She was already prepared to fold, to sink to her knees right there. What was the point? She was nothing. She’d always been nothing. She didn’t deserve to play Tamsin Rowe. Getting this far had been a fluke, a cruel mistake. And now she was about to be exposed, everyone watching, every mistake magnified under the lights.
Her chest burned, her hands trembled around the racket, sweat stinging her eyes. Maybe if Cassie had stayed, given just a word of encouragement, a hand on her shoulder, something. But Cassie hadn’t stayed.
It was just Delilah—alone.
As she watched Lena Dalton lazily bounce a ball, preparing to serve, Delilah opened her mouth to say, Forget it. I’m not playing. Then she could walk off, go home, and plan her life as a former actress.
Then Lena Dalton gave a little sigh.
Not even a smug one, just… bored, like this was beneath her. Like she knew what was going to happen, that she was going to win. Everything.
The sound cracked something in her.
Delilah straightened, teeth grinding. She could take humiliation in front of the crowd, the director’s disappointment, the certainty of being replaced, the end of her career, even. But she would not, under any circumstances, be dismissed by Lena bloody Dalton. Who was she? An overpaid, overestimated posho. Delilah had been around that type her whole life on sets and stages. She despised them. The entitlement, the self-righteousness. She was suddenly filled with a burning hatred.
She wanted to make Lena swallow it.
The next serve came. Delilah lunged, wild and awkward, but she caught it, smacking the ball back so hard Lena actually flinched, and the ball got past her, just in. A murmur rippled through the stands.
Lena’s smile tightened.
Good, Delilah thought. Let her squirm.
She stalked the baseline, bouncing on her toes the way Cassie had drilled her, her breath sawing in and out. Every shot Lena fired over, Delilah chased down. She was sloppy, her swings too wide, her feet clumsy, but she kept getting there, pushing back, starting to take points.
And Lena hated it.
With each rally, Lena grew more rattled. Her sighs became muttered curses, her shoulders jerking tighter, her control slipping altogether. She sent balls long, clipped the net, and absolutely shanked her forehand.
And Delilah? She was everywhere. Grunting, sweating, flailing, but relentless. The crowd, watching casually before as they necked cocktails, began to really watch, making noises of enthusiasm.
By the last game, Lena looked near tears, her cheeks red, her lips tight as she smacked another return into the net. Delilah’s chest burned, her arm ached, but she dug deep for one last shot, slamming the ball past Lena’s outstretched racket.
Game. Set. Match.
Lena’s head bowed, her racket dangling limp. She wouldn’t meet Delilah’s eye.
The arena erupted.
James was suddenly there, beaming, clapping, showering her in effusive praise. ‘Delilah! Brilliant! Absolutely bloody brilliant!’ His grin was greasy with flattery, as if this had never been an audition at all.
Delilah barely heard him. The victory didn’t feel like a victory. She knew she’d done enough; the role was secure, but her heart was empty.
Because Cassie wasn’t there to see it.
She slipped past James, ignoring his hand on her shoulder, ignoring Lena’s muttered swearing behind her. She dropped her racket and strode down the tunnel.
There was only one thing she wanted. One person.
Cassie. Why had she left? What had Delilah done? Had Cassie just had enough of Delilah?
That was a seductive thought, but the way Cassie’s whole demeanour had changed didn’t really back that up. Something had happened. Was it because she’d watched that pro exhibition match? Had it upset her? She’d seemed OK—good, even. Delilah had thought… She felt silly now, but she’d thought today might have begun some healing for her.
Was that it? Was Delilah a thoughtless, insensitive clod who had brought Cassie to the last place on earth she should have been and acted like it was going to make Cassie get over what had happened?
God.
She called Cassie. It went to voicemail. She called her again. Voicemail again. Shit, she’d blocked her.
Delilah didn’t blame her. But she had to apologise. She had to do that at least. Even if she’d blown it. Cassie deserved to know that Delilah cared about her, that she hadn’t meant to make things harder for her. Even if she had done exactly that.
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The Riverside Tennis Club was quiet. Night had fallen, leaving the courts empty under the harsh white floodlights.
Cassie had driven around for hours, the streets blurring past, not wanting to go home, not wanting to face the silence waiting there. Somehow, without realising it, her route had led her here, to the place where she’d first met Delilah, somewhere to examine the whole mess. Like she could spool back the days, and watch it happen again, and warn herself, Don’t, you tit. She’ll break your heart.
She sat cross-legged on her favourite court, bouncing a ball absently, the soft thwack echoing like a metronome. Her thoughts kept returning to her—every look, every touch, all of it replayed in her mind, but now in a cruelly different light.
She thought of the day she had cried in Delilah’s arms, how she’d held her so carefully. She thought of the Petra incident, how Delilah had backed her completely when she had no reason to.
She thought of the way Delilah had made love to her, in a way that made Cassie understand exactly what that expression was supposed to mean.
All of it misread. All of it a mistake.
And still, she wished she hadn’t left without watching Delilah play. Cassie felt pretty sure Delilah would have acquitted herself in her match with that other actress. Cassie simply should have been there to see it.
A sound made her glance up.
Delilah.
She was standing at the far end of the court, out of breath, hair damp, cheeks flushed from running. Eyes wild and stormy, fixed on her.
Cassie’s hands stilled on the ball.
‘Cassie,’ Delilah said. ‘Can we talk?’
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‘How the hell did you find me?’ Cassie asked, voice sharp, eyes wide.
Delilah could have explained that she’d tried every place she could think of, including Cassie’s flat, but that felt irrelevant. ‘Look, I know you blocked me. But I couldn’t leave it like this,’ she said, stepping closer, keeping her gaze fixed on Cassie.
‘I didn’t block you,’ Cassie said, frowning, getting to her feet. The ball in her hand rolled away, across the court.
‘I kept getting sent to voicemail,’ Delilah said awkwardly.
‘Battery died,’ Cassie admitted, shrugging.
Delilah felt a flush of embarrassment. ‘Oh.’
A silence fell between them. The night air seemed impossibly heavy.
‘How did the match go?’ Cassie asked begrudgingly, as though she didn’t care.
Jesus, Delilah had almost forgotten she’d even played in the hours since. ‘Oh. Trounced her.’
Cassie’s mouth twitched, the corners lifting slightly before she shoved it back down. ‘Cool.’
Delilah swallowed, panicked now that Cassie was in front of her. What words could fix what she’d done?
‘I want you to know that I know I’ve been selfish. I’ve been so wrapped up in this bloody role that I didn’t think about how you’d feel today. Being around all those tennis pros, watching that match. It must’ve… I’m so sorry. I was so selfish, I thought today would actually be good for you.’
Cassie shook her head. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘You’re… traumatised. I’ve traumatised you. Retraumatised you. That’s a thing, isn’t it?’
Cassie let out a surprised laugh. ‘I’m not retraumatised.’
OK, now Delilah didn’t know what the hell was going on. ‘Then why did you leave?’
Cassie looked at her, those blue eyes hard in a way Delilah hadn’t seen since they first met. ‘I left because it was over.’
‘Yeah, you said that, but I don’t…’
Cassie groaned. ‘I heard you. Talking to your agent. You said you didn’t have time for this.’
Delilah was mystified. ‘This?’
‘You and me. This.’
Delilah couldn’t unravel this. What was Cassie talking about? Delilah blinked, heart hammering. ‘You mean… you think I don’t care about… about us?’ she asked tentatively.
‘I heard you,’ Cassie said again, her eyes not so hard now.
‘I have no idea what you think… Wait, my agent?’ Delilah quickly cycled back. ‘I was telling her about us, but I didn’t say… I would never have said…’
That was when she remembered it. She’d broken off the conversation because James Rourke had been bringing her a nemesis to conquer, and she’d needed Ashley to stop talking. And she had said something like, I don’t have time for that.
All at once, she understood. Not just the misunderstanding, but that Cassie was hurt.
Because she wanted to be with her. Wanted Delilah in the way Delilah wanted Cassie.
Delilah felt exhilaration and self-loathing in the same moment. If she could have just stopped being a little mouse and said how she felt, this, Cassie, hurt, wouldn’t have happened. But it had because Delilah had been too afraid.
This was her whole problem. She didn’t know how to feel deserving of what she wanted. For the second time today, it was time to stop being frightened and make it happen.
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Delilah took a step closer, her hands slightly trembling. ‘Cassie… I didn’t mean it like that. I—’
Cassie held up a hand, cutting her off. ‘Don’t. Don’t say anything. Just… don’t.’ She’d said too much, exposed herself. She needed to get out of here.
Delilah wasn’t giving up easily, though. Clearly, she was very embarrassed to have been overheard. ‘I know I messed up, but I—’
‘You don’t know anything.’ Cassie’s eyes flared. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to wait to see if someone gives a fuck about you while you trail around after them like a bloody puppy dog.’
Delilah opened her mouth, but Cassie didn’t let her finish. She shook her head, turning slightly away. Now she’d really said too much.
Then she walked past Delilah, intending to get the fuck away from this club.
But then she stopped. No, she didn’t stop. Delilah had hold of Cassie’s arm gently.
‘What the bloody hell are you doing?’ Cassie asked, voice sharp, eyes wide.
Delilah looked at her with such seriousness that Cassie had no idea what she was gonna say. What did come out was truly surreal.
‘You got a banana?’



Eighty-
Five
Delilah could see from Cassie’s expression that she wasn’t tracking a single thing.
‘Do you?’ Delilah asked anyway, her mouth moving faster than her brain.
Cassie blinked at her. ‘Why the fuck would I have a banana?’
‘Because you always have a banana,’ Delilah insisted, even as the words sounded insane to her own ears.
Cassie narrowed her eyes. ‘Have you lost your mind?’
‘I guess you wouldn’t have anywhere to keep it,’ Delilah muttered to herself.
Cassie laughed nervously. ‘Yep. You’ve lost it.’
Panic pressed in on Delilah. She couldn’t stop now, not with everything at stake. Somehow, this made the fight for her entire life, her career, her break, her tennis skills, seem smaller. Simple, even. She wanted the role, she worked for the role, she was good enough for the role, she deserved the role, she got the role. Why was that obvious now?
Because the woman in front of her had believed in her. And that had allowed Delilah to find that glimmer of belief in herself. And now Delilah had to find a way to deserve her. She was willing to do whatever it took, however crazy.
Her gaze snagged on the darkened clubhouse, and the stupidest idea imaginable lodged in her head. ‘Is there one in there?’ she asked.
Cassie just stared, baffled. And Delilah, reckless and desperate, bolted before she could think better of it.
The front doors rattled, locked. Fine. She darted around the side, spotted a narrow window propped open above the bins. One shove, one graceless scramble, and she was inside, crashing to the floor in a tangle of limbs and curses. Her ribs hurt, but she was up again in a second, eyes scanning.
There it was: the vending machine. Row five. Bananas wrapped in plastic. She dug through the tip jar on the counter—vowing to replace what she took times five later— and jammed coins in the machine, snatching the fruit before it dropped. Her hands shook as she wrestled the wrapper open, clambered back out through the window, and stumbled into the night.
Cassie was still out there, jaw practically on the ground. ‘You just committed B and E for that?’
Delilah raised the banana like a trophy. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I committed B and E for romance.’
Delilah peeled it, forcing ceremony into her movements, then bit down. Sweet, mealy mush filled her mouth. She gagged, but chewed. Cassie looked on, half-horrified, half-fascinated.
Delilah forced the words out around the gluey bite. ‘I’m… nn… lug… wi… you.’
‘What?’ Cassie asked.
Delilah swallowed a bit to make room for words that exploded from her. ‘I’m in love with you!’
Cassie froze. ‘That’s not true.’
Delilah swallowed hard, throat burning. ‘It is. And I know it’s not exactly roses and violins, but I wouldn’t eat a banana for anyone else.’ She grimaced, choking down the last of it. ‘God, how do people eat those things?’
Cassie stared at her, disbelief warring with something softer. ‘But you said…’
‘I was telling Ashley to shut up, that I didn’t have time for the conversation. I wasn’t talking about you. I would never have said that about you.’
Cassie looked utterly thrown. ‘So I just… misheard?’
Delilah edged closer, voice steadier now. ‘Yes, you fool. I love you, Cassie. I want to be with you.’
‘You really wouldn’t eat a banana for anyone else, would you?’ Cassie said, almost to herself. Her next words were almost a whisper. ‘I love you too.’
Relief cracked Delilah wide open. She closed the distance, pressed her mouth to Cassie’s, and kissed her hard and certain. Cassie clutched her back like she’d been drowning and had finally surfaced. The world fell away: no clubs, no absurd fruit, no directors, no tennis. Just them.
When they broke apart, Cassie’s eyes were dazed. ‘You taste like banana.’
Delilah laughed, giddy. ‘Worth it.’
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Eighteen months later, the thwack of tennis balls echoed across the courts Cassie had played on as a teen. They were in much better shape now, along with Cassie.
She’d applied for a Beckett Foundation grant on a late night in her flat, more out of hope than expectation. A month later, she was standing on these very courts, contractors tearing up the broken concrete, new nets and paint on the way. The funding had covered everything. Repairs, equipment, and, crucially, enough of Cassie’s time to build a proper programme for the kids who showed up with nothing but energy and love of the game.
Now the place was transformed. The cracked courts were smooth and clean, lines painted crisp and white. The chain links were fresh, floodlights installed for evening play. And best of all was something Cassie couldn’t purchase. How the air was alive with the sounds of playing: rackets meeting balls, trainers squeaking, teenagers shouting at each other across the nets, ‘That was out!’
Cassie stood near the baseline, clipboard in hand, watching a group of teenagers drilling their backhands as the ball machines spat out steady feeds.
Whitney, now eighteen, smacked a backhand shot with more power than grace. It smacked the fence opposite, well out of bounds.
‘Whitney,’ Cassie called, voice calm but firm, ‘control, not force. I know you’re strong. We all know you’re strong. The park keeper you hit in the face with the ball this morning knows you’re strong. Let the racket guide the ball, don’t try to punch it across the net.’
‘Yeah, yeah,’ she muttered, her lips pressed into a thin line, clearly annoyed, but she adjusted her stance and swung again, gentler. The ball sailed cleanly down the line.
‘Good,’ Cassie said.
Whitney glared at Cassie, but she didn’t say anything. Which, with Whitney, could be considered progress.
Nearby, fourteen-year-old Maisie, brimming with energy, wound up for a backhand and sent it skidding off to the side. Cassie stepped forward and demonstrated a smooth, fluid stroke. ‘You don’t need to rush it. Watch the bounce, then strike.’
Maisie tried again, giving the ball a bit more breathing space for its bounce before hitting it. This time the ball flew straight down the line.
‘Much better,’ Cassie commended.
Liam, lanky and left-handed, scowled at the net again. ‘Did you raise the height on this net? I can’t seem to clear it.’
‘I didn’t raise it. I’m pretty sure you’ve just had a growth spurt. Your centre of gravity is different.’
He nodded. ‘I have been hitting my head on the doorframe lately.’
‘Get low,’ Cassie advised. ‘Bend your knees more than feels natural, keep your bum back a little, and spread your weight across the balls of your feet.’
He did as he was told and cleared the net more easily.
By the time the last set of drills was finished, the kids were more focused than when they’d started. And despite all the moaning and frustrated yells, she could tell they were happy. Which made Cassie happy.
Cassie blew a whistle, signalling the end of the session. ‘OK, everyone, that’s a wrap. Pack up, change, and be ready to hit the courts again tomorrow.’
The last of the teens slung their bags over their shoulders, laughing and joking as they headed for the exit. ‘Great work today. Don’t forget to hydrate,’ she told them.
Whitney lingered a moment longer than the others. ‘Saw your girlfriend the other day in a trailer for that tennis movie.’
‘Yeah?’
‘Yeah. Looks shit. Her drop shot’s a joke.’
Cassie laughed. ‘I thought it was pretty good, myself.’
‘Well, anyway… You still taking me to that tournament next week?’
‘Of course. Now go on, get home, eat, rest.’
‘Can’t, going out now. My mates are waiting.’
Cassie raised her eyebrows. ‘Whitney, you need to take care of yourself. You get one body, and if you want to turn pro, which I think you could, you need to learn to slow down and give yourself rest time and proper nutrition. Trust me.’
Whitney rolled her eyes. ‘God, fine, I’ll go home and eat food first if you’re gonna go on about it.’ She sloped off.
Cassie exhaled, letting herself sink against the net post on the now quiet court. That’s when she noticed Delilah standing near the far baseline, racket in hand, a smile lighting up her face.
‘I thought you’d be at home getting ready!’ Cassie cried, delighted.
‘I’ve got a little time before the premiere. Mind if we hit a few?’
Cassie glanced at the now-empty courts. She exhaled, torn. ‘We should probably get changed soon,’ she said. ‘I don’t want us to be late.’
Delilah shrugged, carefree. ‘A few hits won’t hurt. Let me enjoy the fresh court while it’s kid-free.’
Cassie smiled and tossed her a ball. Delilah caught it on the bounce, racket loose in her hand, and sent it back easily. They fell into a rally, the rhythm light and playful, nothing like the drills Cassie used to run Delilah through.
‘Busy day?’ Delilah asked between shots.
‘The usual chaos,’ Cassie replied, striking cleanly. ‘Whitney’s pushing herself too hard. Told her to rest, but she’s eighteen. Rest isn’t in her vocabulary.’
Delilah grinned, jogging back to catch the lob. ‘She’s lucky she’s got you watching out for her.’
Cassie shrugged, though she liked Delilah’s compliment. ‘She’s got real talent, if she doesn’t burn herself out first.’
The ball came back, lower this time, and Cassie stepped into it. ‘What about you? You’ve barely had time to breathe this week.’
‘Press tour madness,’ Delilah said, a little laugh in her voice as she flicked the return cross-court. ‘But it’s part of the job. I’ll be thrilled to actually do some acting next month. Shame it’s in Bulgaria.’
Cassie nearly fumbled but caught the ball at the last nanosecond. ‘But it’s only four weeks, right?’
Delilah knocked it softly over the net. ‘You should come. Be my tennis advisor.’
‘It’s a movie about World War II,’ Cassie said, raising an eyebrow.
‘I’m top of the call sheet. I’ll force them to do a tennis scene.’
‘Sounds like a weird movie.’
Delilah tapped the ball back across lightly, like a question. ‘I’ll miss you.’
Cassie floated it back. ‘Me too.’
Delilah smiled. ‘Your arm OK?’
Cassie nodded. ‘Holding out.’
The rally stretched, their movements less about precision and more about watching each other. Delilah’s hair slipped loose as she swung; Cassie caught herself staring a second too long, nearly missing the return.
‘Eyes on the ball, Coach,’ Delilah teased.
‘I’ve got my eyes where they need to be,’ Cassie replied, sending the ball back with a controlled swing.
Delilah’s return clipped the tape and dropped just over. She stepped forward, racket resting against her shoulder, a spark in her big dark eyes. ‘Point to me, then.’
Cassie laughed, letting her racket fall. ‘Let’s call it match to you.’
Delilah crossed the court slowly, closing the distance. They met at the net, the thud of the last ball echoing like applause.
‘I’m serious about the offer, by the way,’ Delilah said, resting her hand lightly on the net.
‘You’d make them put tennis in a movie about the French resistance?’ Cassie asked dryly.
Delilah rolled her eyes playfully. ‘You could come on my days off, if they happen to match any of your days off. It’s only a three-hour flight.’
‘I want you to enjoy this time,’ Cassie said seriously. ‘This is it. What you’ve worked for. I don’t want you to miss your big break thinking about, ya know, me.’
‘Cassie, I love my work. But I love you more. Please promise you’ll come?’
‘You can’t live without me for a month?’ Cassie asked, suddenly feeling oddly shy with the woman she’d lived with for six months.
‘Yes. But I don’t want to,’ Delilah said softly.
Cassie’s throat tightened. For years, she’d kept herself in check, convinced that love belonged to other people, not her. Yet here Delilah was, choosing her without hesitation.
‘OK. I’ll come.’
‘About time you admitted defeat,’ Delilah murmured.
Cassie smiled, leaning in, their foreheads touching. The pause felt like the moment before a serve—anticipatory, electric. Then, like a perfectly timed volley, Delilah brushed her fingers along Cassie’s jaw, tilting her face up. Their lips met.
When they finally drew back, foreheads still pressed together, neither spoke. Neither needed to. In that quiet, empty court, they both knew what they had: Love-all.
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