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            Chapter One

         
         The ball drops down towards me from the sky.

         
         I move my right foot back, rotating my body sideways, and stretch out my left arm as high as possible. My right hand brings
            my tennis racket swinging up and over my head, smashing the ball with full force. It soars over the net, landing with a loud
            smack on the opposite service line, and our opponents helplessly watch it bounce high out of reach.
         

         
         ‘Yes!’ I cry, balling my hand into a fist in celebration.
         

         
         ‘Game, set and match,’ my coach, Nick, calls out from the side of the court.

         
         I spin round to face Tom, who is strolling towards me from the baseline. He tucks his racket under his arm, and we high-​five
            before moving to meet our opponents at the net.
         

         
         ‘Nice smash to finish on. I wish I had your power, Billie,’ Scarlett says with a grin, shaking my hand and then Tom’s before
            balancing her tennis racket on the ground between her feet so she can redo her ponytail.
         

         
         Her doubles partner, Caleb, sighs, reaching over the net to rub my shoulder after he’s shaken our hands. ‘You played amazingly,’ he drawls in his posh accent, his thumb tracing over the ridge of my sports bra strap beneath my tank top as he gives my
            shoulder a squeeze.
         

         
         Tom notices and raises his eyebrows at me, amused.

         
         ‘Thanks – you did, too,’ I reply politely as he drops his hand on Nick’s approach.

         
         ‘Excellent, all of you,’ Nick declares. ‘A great match.’

         
         ‘Hardly a close one,’ Scarlett remarks, wiping the sheen of sweat from her forehead. ‘I feel like I’m about to collapse, the
            way these two had us running around the court.’ She picks up her tennis racket and points it at Tom. ‘No one’s a match for
            the Dawson twins.’
         

         
         ‘They’re hard to beat,’ Nick agrees, ‘but you put up a great fight. Scarlett, beautiful spin on your forehand; Caleb, some
            great moments from you today – you just have to try to control your temper, yeah?’
         

         
         ‘I actually dropped my racket after that double fault,’ Caleb claims, his cheeks growing pinker. ‘I didn’t throw it. I can understand why it
            looked that way, though.’
         

         
         ‘Okay,’ Nick says, clearly unconvinced. ‘Right, go get some water, people.’

         
         While the other three wander over to their tennis bags at the side of the court, I linger with Nick at the net a moment longer.

         
         ‘Any pointers for me, Coach?’

         
         He sighs, folding his arms. ‘You know what I’m going to say, Billie. Nice focus, lots of power, but not enough risk. You were predictable.’ 

         
         ‘What? We won in straight sets!’

         
         ‘In a friendly doubles match at your county club,’ Nick says pointedly, his eyebrows raised. ‘I’m not saying that these opponents could read you, but the ones you’ll face in a few weeks might. If you and Tom really want to win a junior title
            at Wimbledon this year – and as your coach, you know I want that too – then you’re going to have to stop playing it so safe.
            Relax into the game a bit more; have some fun with it.’
         

         
         My jaw tenses and I look down at the ground.

         
         There’s a picture on the mantelpiece of me and Tom holding tennis rackets as toddlers on a grass court, one racket placed
            in Tom’s little hands as he stares at the photographer in confusion, while I’m busy chewing the frame of another. It’s a great
            photo, and Dad loves to point at it and say to guests: ‘You see? They practically grew up on the court.’
         

         
         And it’s true, we did, thanks to him. After school, he would take the two of us to our local club in Berkshire and we’d dutifully stand on one side of the net while he gently hit the ball to each of us by turn, cheering so enthusiastically at our returns that we would burst into giggles. As we got older, we took joint lessons at weekends, and spent long hours after school practising drills and playing games, each hoping that we would get to be the one to go home and tell Dad we’d won against the other. Tom mostly got that honour. He seemed so naturally talented, it felt unfair. I would come home, flustered, sweating, stroppy from losing, while he returned unfazed and looking as though he hadn’t broken a sweat. 

         
         I owe it to Tom for giving me the competitive streak you need to win. If it wasn’t for my burning desire to beat my unfairly
            gifted seven-​minutes-​younger brother, I wouldn’t have been out on the courts whenever I had a spare moment practising my
            serves, focusing on my footwork, hitting groundstrokes over and over and over again. I think it’s probably a good thing that
            Tom isn’t a competitive or confrontational person, because then we might not have become as close as we are. Where I’m determined
            and focused, he’s gentle and composed.
         

         
         Tom’s talent was spotted early, and the club suggested our dad speak to Nick Webb, a former pro who worked there, about training
            him. I remember Nick coming to watch Tom play with me so he could study his form before he agreed to coach him. As I tied
            my shoelaces before walking onto the court, I decided that I would play better than ever before. Dad got cross at me for hitting
            winners when I was meant to be setting up points for Tom and drawing out the rallies so that Nick could see Tom’s range.
         

         
         ‘Don’t be so aggressive, Billie,’ he snapped when I concluded a rally with a powerful volley. He came closer to speak to me
            through gritted teeth so Nick couldn’t hear: ‘You’re showing off. Don’t ruin this for your brother.’
         

         
         He was right; I was showing off. But I didn’t ruin things for Tom. When our practice came to an end, Nick happily agreed to train him, but he also extended the offer to include me. 

         
         Under Nick’s guidance, both of us did well in our singles events, but it was in the doubles events that we really shone. In
            our early teens, we hoped that we might be good enough to make it – Dad definitely thought that Tom was – but we eventually
            had to accept that while we may be great at tennis, neither of us would be one of the greats.
         

         
         We just weren’t good enough.

         
         Tom handled that much better than I did. Tennis was my life – I’d sacrificed so much for my passion. School grades, other
            hobbies, friends’ parties, boyfriends. All these normal experiences had been missed in the hope that I’d go pro. The two of
            us have still played on the national circuit and we’ve made our mark in doubles events – but we’ve turned eighteen. Having
            just completed our A-​Levels, this summer draws our junior tennis career to a close.
         

         
         Then came the announcement: Wimbledon to host a junior mixed doubles event for the first time ever. It will be the perfect farewell to the circuit before we go to university.
         

         
         Our rankings mean we qualify, and while other junior players will likely focus more on their singles performance with the doubles tournament as back-up, Tom and I can put all our time and energy into playing as a pair, aligning our strengths, working together as a slick and intimidating team. He has the precision; I have the power. And I’ve always been strongest on grass. Our doubles performance on the circuit has already set tongues wagging. 

         
         The junior brother and sister team no one saw coming, claimed a headline in one of the recent International Tennis Federation
            articles. I printed it out and stuck it on my wall. Tom rolled his eyes when he saw it hanging above my bed.
         

         
         ‘It’s a backhanded compliment, Billie,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I’d have thought you’d be angry that we’ve flown under
            the radar the past few years. Why would you want to look at that every day and be reminded that no one noticed us?’
         

         
         But I’m used to being underestimated. And I know how it feels to prove someone wrong. Nothing makes you feel more powerful.
            Looking at that article every day motivates me to give my all to this game until Wimbledon ends this summer.
         

         
         This unforeseen brother-​and-​sister team is bowing out with a bang.

         
         ‘You know how much I want to win this,’ I tell Nick now, bringing my eyes back up to meet his. ‘I don’t understand what you
            mean when you say I’m playing it too safe.’
         

         
         ‘Yes, you do,’ he counters. ‘Your entire focus is on not making mistakes when, sometimes, you need to go for the win.’

         
         ‘What do you call that last smash?’ I point out defensively.

         
         ‘A predictable shot.’ He shrugs. ‘Up against the right opponents, they would have seen it coming and it might have been returned.
            It was difficult, but not impossible.’
         

         
         He watches as I frown, sighing in exasperation.

         
         ‘Billie,’ Nick continues gently, ‘it’s my job to pick out the tiniest details. At Wimbledon, you’ll be playing against the
            tennis stars of the future. The best of the best. I’m not saying you’re not brilliant – you and Tom are outstanding players,
            especially together. I think there’s a very real chance you could go far in this tournament.’
         

         
         I glance at him hopefully. ‘Yeah?’

         
         ‘Yes,’ he confirms. ‘That’s why you need to be prepared for me to question absolutely everything about Tom’s and your performance
            over the next few weeks. You need to work on mixing things up a little. Tom needs to work on his fitness.’
         

         
         That takes me by surprise. ‘He does?’

         
         ‘He looked a little slower out there today,’ Nick remarks, his brow furrowed as he peers over my shoulder at Tom, who’s scrolling
            through his phone as he waits at the side of the court. ‘It’s like he has less energy. Maybe he’s not sleeping well.’
         

         
         ‘I’ll speak to him,’ I promise.

         
         I notice Nick’s eyes drift to someone else who has arrived on the court and I follow his eyeline. Harley Pierce: Nick’s nephew and, by an unfortunate stroke of luck, my next-door neighbour. Unsurprisingly, despite the fact he’s been on the courts for all of one minute, he’s already sauntered up to Scarlett with that cocky smile of his and, leaning one arm on the net post, is wasting no time in attempting to charm her. I have to fight the urge to roll my eyes, hoping that Scarlett will be smart enough to see that Harley Pierce is a walking red flag. 

         
         He runs a hand through his dark messy hair as he smiles. What’s absolutely infuriating is how high his ITF ranking is when
            he puts as little effort as possible into his tennis. He’s only a member of this club thanks to his uncle, and if it weren’t
            for the number of girls who play here, I doubt Harley would ever set foot on these courts. I have no time for someone like
            him.
         

         
         ‘Thanks for the pointers, Coach,’ I say, turning my attention back to Nick. ‘I’ll work on it. You don’t have to worry.’

         
         ‘I never do with you, Billie Dawson,’ Nick says with a laugh. ‘The hardest-​working kid I know.’

         
         I see Scarlett heading towards the locker rooms with Caleb as I turn to go and flick my glance to Harley, still leaning on
            the net post. Either Harley’s chat didn’t make the cut or he works incredibly fast. Knowing Scarlett, it’s the former.
         

         
         ‘You looked good out there today, Dawson,’ Harley remarks, his dark eyes settling on mine. ‘I’ve said it before – if ever you’re looking for someone to play with, you know where to find me. I enjoy a challenge.’ A playful smile creeps across his lips before he adds, ‘And I reckon we’d be a great match.’ 

         
         I look him up and down, and snort dismissively as I walk towards the exit.

         
         ‘In your dreams, Harley,’ I mutter.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         ‘How did practice go today?’ Dad asks Tom, pulling out his chair at the top of the table and sitting down. He notices me offering
            him the salad bowl and takes it. ‘Oh, thank you, Billie.’
         

         
         ‘It was good,’ Tom answers absent-​mindedly, lowering his pet tortoise, Rufus, down onto the table.

         
         Dad chuckles. ‘Is that all I get? “It was good”? A little more detail would be helpful, please.’ He notices Rufus and gives
            Tom a don’t even think about it look. ‘No tortoises at the table, Tom. Please return him upstairs while we eat.’
         

         
         ‘He’s not in anyone’s way,’ Tom protests affectionately, admiring Rufus.

         
         ‘Thomas,’ Dad says in a warning tone.

         
         Tom sighs. ‘Fine,’ he huffs, picking up Rufus before grabbing a lettuce leaf from the bowl in Dad’s hand and drifting out
            of the room.
         

         
         Tom’s obsessed with animals, and Rufus is the latest in a long string of pets he’s had over the years – hamsters, guinea pigs, fish – he’s marvelled over all them and his head is full of fascinating animal facts. Rufus lives in his room along with his pet gecko, Claude. 

         
         ‘As soon as I move out and go to university, I’m getting a dog,’ Tom grumbled to me the other day when Dad said no to his
            request once again.
         

         
         ‘Yeah, because I’m sure the student halls will have no problem with that.’

         
         He responded to my heavy sarcasm with an irritated look. ‘I’ll find somewhere else to live. I don’t care.’

         
         ‘Law degrees are intense,’ I reminded him wearily. ‘You won’t have time for a dog.’

         
         He’d fallen silent at that, his expression growing hard and pensive. He knew I was right.

         
         Having helped himself to salad, Dad carefully places the bowl down into an empty space on the table. He reaches for his napkin,
            unfolding it and placing it over his knees to protect his suit trousers, before loosening his tie and undoing the top button
            of his shirt. As a lawyer himself, Dad works long hours and is rarely home in time for dinner on weekdays, but if ever he
            is, he’ll be in a suit, having just rushed through the door from the office. Mondays to Fridays, Dad is always in a suit,
            even when he works from home, and at weekends, he still dresses smartly – suit trousers or chinos with a shirt, but no tie.
         

         
         The only time he ever wears shorts is on a tennis court.

         
         Sitting next to him now, I clash with his formal attire in the oversized black hoodie and faded coral shorts that I threw
            on after showering. Dad and I don’t really look very much alike – we have the same hazel eyes, but that’s where the similarities
            end. Tom got Dad’s strong jaw and curly brown hair, while I’ve always been likened to Mum: the same long, wavy honey-​blonde
            hair and smattering of freckles across my nose and cheeks.
         

         
         Dad waits until Tom has returned to repeat his request: ‘So, come on then – a little more detail about your practice today?’

         
         ‘Ask Billie,’ Tom says, glumly stabbing at some broccoli.

         
         It’s obvious when I’ve been in charge of dinner, like tonight – seasoned lean meat and a variety of vegetables are usually
            on the menu, something high energy and balanced, as well as delicious. When Tom cooks, we get plain pasta with grated cheese
            sprinkled on top.
         

         
         Giving him an unimpressed look, Dad rests his elbows on the table and, on Tom’s advice, turns his attention to me. ‘Any embellishment
            on what your brother’s told me?’
         

         
         ‘We started with a gentle warm-​up, went into drills –’ I pause to shoot Tom a sly smile – ‘during which Tom struggled to
            return my serves . . .’
         

         
         ‘I told you earlier, I’m not feeling great. I have a sore throat. And I only missed, like, two,’ he grumbles.

         
         ‘You missed five.’

         
         He narrows his eyes at me. ‘Of course you counted them.’
         

         
         ‘Got to keep you on your toes,’ I say innocently. ‘What else are older sisters for?’

         
         ‘Older by only seven minutes.’

         
         ‘Even the day we were born, I beat you.’

         
         ‘Shut up.’

         
         ‘You shut up.’

         
         ‘You shut up.’
         

         
         ‘Both of you, please,’ Dad interjects with a heavy sigh. He gives me a stern look. ‘Continue. Warm-​up, then drills, and then . . .’
         

         
         He trails off, gesturing for me to take over.

         
         ‘Then we finished the training with a friendly match against another doubles pair at the club, Scarlett and Caleb.’

         
         ‘Hmm.’ Dad furrows his brow. ‘Do I know Caleb?’

         
         ‘He’s the one with the mop of blond hair,’ Tom informs him, before he exacts his revenge on me with a wicked grin. ‘The one
            who dated Billie.’
         

         
         ‘We did not date,’ I hiss, kicking him under the table.
         

         
         ‘They did date,’ Tom tells Dad smugly. ‘But she dumped him—’

         
         ‘Shut up, Tom.’
         

         
         ‘And ever since, he follows her around like a lovesick puppy.’

         
         ‘Oh my god, you are so annoying!’

         
         ‘I do love you so, Billie,’ Tom says in an overly posh accent, flicking his hair back dramatically. ‘Come, let us go galloping on horses
            into the sunset!’
         

         
         ‘Ugh, he does not sound like that,’ I argue, trying my best to suppress a smile, but I can’t help it. He may be quiet and
            shy around everyone else, but Tom never fails to make me laugh. ‘Why are you the most annoying person on the planet?’
         

         
         ‘It’s my duty! What else are younger brothers for?’

         
         ‘Only seven minutes younger,’ I mutter.

         
         Dad clears his throat pointedly and both of us fall silent, turning to look at him.

         
         ‘Do you think it might be possible,’ he begins, reaching for his glass of red wine, ‘for me to get one ounce of sense from
            at least one of my eighteen-​year-​old grown-​up children? Or am I going to have to resort to phoning Nick and disturbing his Friday evening to hear about your day?’
         

         
         Sitting up straight, I take a deep breath. ‘In short, we won.’

         
         ‘Course you did,’ Dad says, breaking into a smile as he lowers his glass. ‘No one is a match for Tom’s forehand.’

         
         The effect of his comment is instant.

         
         Tensing, my eyes drop to my plate as I move my food around it aimlessly. Tom shifts in his seat. I glance up at Dad, who continues
            eating, oblivious to any change in the atmosphere.
         

         
         ‘My forehand wasn’t what got us the win today,’ Tom says. ‘It was Billie who won us the match. She was taking no prisoners.’

         
         ‘Oh?’ Dad looks at me in surprise. ‘Well done, Billie.’

         
         ‘Thanks, Dad,’ I say quietly, before shooting Tom a small but grateful smile.

         
         ‘I knew that playing with Tom would be a good thing for your game,’ Dad says, jabbing his loaded fork at me. ‘When you play with
            the best, you learn from the best.’
         

         
         My smile falters. Tom winces. Dad chews his mouthful.

         
         ‘Dad, no, that’s not . . .’ Tom sighs, looking physically pained at the awkwardness of the conversation, appealing to me with
            his large hazel eyes, the exact same colour as mine and Dad’s. ‘Billie doesn’t need my help; she’s—’
         

         
         ‘Oh, that reminds me,’ Dad cuts in over him, dabbing at his mouth with his napkin, ‘one of my colleagues asked if you would
            consider giving a talk at his daughter’s school.’
         

         
         Tom looks horrified. Public speaking is his worst nightmare.

         
         ‘What?’ He glances at me, but I feel as bewildered as him. ‘Why would anyone want me to give a school talk?’
         

         
         Dad barks with laughter. ‘Why? Because you’re a former Wimbledon champion.’

         
         I feel a sharp stab in my chest. I know how this conversation plays out. I’ve experienced it many times. It never gets any
            less painful.
         

         
         ‘Dad . . .’ Tom says, closing his eyes.

         
         ‘I know it was a few years ago,’ Dad says with a wave of his hand, ‘but it doesn’t matter. Thomas Dawson, winner of the Fourteen and Under Boys’ Singles event at the Wimbledon Championships.’ 

         
         I swallow the lump building in my throat. The year Tom won at Wimbledon was the same year I made the final of the 14&Under
            Girls’ Singles event.
         

         
         It doesn’t matter how long ago it was; I can still remember the moment my competitor hit her winning shot. I can hear the
            thud of the ball as it hit the grass and soared out of my reach. I can hear the roar of her supporters. I remember exactly
            how I felt: ashamed and embarrassed, the disappointment weighing down on me so hard, I could barely walk over to shake her
            hand at the net.
         

         
         And every time someone talks about Tom’s big win, I feel it all over again.

         
         ‘I was a kid; it’s not even a proper contest,’ Tom says hurriedly, while I sip my water, pretending Dad’s overt pride doesn’t
            make me want to cry.
         

         
         ‘Britain’s leading star in junior tennis at that point,’ Dad continues, exactly on cue. ‘And still a shining light in the
            sport today, despite the fact you’ve decided not to go pro.’
         

         
         ‘It wasn’t a choice, Dad. I was never—’

         
         ‘If you’d put your mind to it, Tom, you could have,’ Dad tells him sternly. ‘You’re such a beautiful player; you’ve always
            stood out. Anyway, it wasn’t to be, and that’s fine. You’re going to make a top lawyer, much better than me, I’m sure of that.’
         

         
         Dad chuckles. Tom doesn’t say anything.

         
         ‘So, yes, my colleague’s daughter is ten or so, I think,’ Dad continues cheerfully. ‘He thought that you would be an excellent person to speak in an assembly and inspire the children to put down their phones and play some sport! I thought—’ 

         
         Dad’s phone rings and he quickly pulls it out of his pocket to check the screen.

         
         ‘Hang on.’ The legs of his chair scrape against the floor as he pushes it back to stand up. ‘Sorry, I have to take this,’
            he tells us, before answering the phone and hurrying out of the kitchen to his office.
         

         
         We hear the door shut behind him, his voice becoming muffled.

         
         Tom exhales, looking up at me. ‘Bills, are you—’

         
         ‘I’m fine.’

         
         ‘But—’

         
         ‘Tom, I’m fine,’ I insist through a fixed smile. ‘It’s nice he’s so proud of you.’
         

         
         He slumps back in his chair, his eyes lifting to the ceiling. ‘I honestly wish I’d never won.’

         
         ‘Don’t say that,’ I say, giving his leg a nudge under the table as I feel a pang of guilt. ‘You deserved it.’ I hesitate,
            before adding loftily, ‘It makes it even more impressive that today I beat Britain’s former leading star in junior tennis.’
         

         
         His expression softens. ‘You did not beat me. I missed a couple of your serves.’

         
         ‘Five,’ I correct.

         
         Chuckling, he shakes his head and we share a conspiratorial smile before both of us get back to our meal. Keen to shift the
            conversation, I ask him a meaningless question about a movie he mentioned yesterday and he launches into his dorky analysis
            of it.
         

         
         I may be smiling and nodding along, but I’m still recovering from the conversation with Dad. If I close my eyes, I can still
            see Mum in the stand that day at Wimbledon, cheering me on. I remember her clapping enthusiastically, as if there were some
            hope I might pull it back. By then, we knew that her illness was going to get worse and there wasn’t anything anyone could
            do. She was thin and frail, wrapped in layers at the side of the court despite the warm day, but it didn’t stop her being
            the loudest among the spectators. The outing drained her. She became too weak to attend matches after that.
         

         
         We lost her a couple of months later.

         
         ‘This year serves to remind us that through times of darkness, there are always glimmers of light and hope,’ Dad said at her
            funeral, his glistening eyes landing on Tom and me as we sat front row, hand in hand, each of us desperately trying to be
            strong for the other.
         

         
         I knew Dad was talking about Tom’s win. Tom had brought a glimmer of light.

         
         But not me.

         
         My loss became my deepest shame, and I have never been able to forgive myself. I overdid it that day; I tried to go for big points and I made too many forced errors. I panicked and lost control of my mind, which meant I lost control of the court. I let everyone down. I let myself down. And I let my mum down at the worst possible time. She needed glimmers of light, then.
         

         
         That’s why I’m so determined to win this summer. That’s why I’ve been on the court practising whenever possible; working on
            my fitness every spare moment I’ve got; eating the right things; studying doubles tactic videos in the evenings; turning down
            parties that all my friends are going to now that A-​Levels are done and the holidays have started.
         

         
         I mean it when I say that Wimbledon introducing a junior mixed doubles tournament this year, the final year Tom and I can
            qualify, is fate. Sometimes I think it’s a message from her. Another chance to make my family proud. My last chance to make
            up for what happened, to honour her memory with a Wimbledon win.
         

         
         And I won’t let anything or anyone get in my way.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            
               Melrose’s finest 💋♥

               
                  Jess

                  Happy Saturday, bitches!

                  What’s the plan for tonight?

                  Kat

                  I heard that Rambler’s is going to be good

                  Usually a few school lot there from Melrose

                  Jess

                  Perfect! Meet you there at 7?

                  I said I’d have dinner at home

                  Kat

                  Sounds good to me!

                  Hopefully by 7 I’ll feel more alive

                  Kat

                  Last night killed me

                  Tell me why I thought Jägerbombs were a good idea?

                  And tell me why you didn’t stop me?

                  Jess

                  I tried

                  You told me to fuck off

                  Kat

                  Sounds reasonable

                  Jess

                  It was a great night

                  We missed you, Billie!

                  Kat

                  We really did

                  You’re coming tonight, right?

                  Jess

                  Yeah, course she is!

                  You deserve a night off, Bills

                  Kat

                  Wimbledon is in the bag!

                  Come ouuutttttt

                  Jess

                  It’s good for you to have a break

                  Good for the brain

                  Kat

                  Good for the soul

                  Jess

                  And good for our souls to have you there

                  The conversation is shit without you

                  Kat

                  It’s true

                  That’s why I ordered the Jägerbombs

                  To make Jess’s book chat seem interesting

                  Jess

                  Hey!

                  You said we should make our own book club!?!?!?

                  Kat

                  That was the Jäger talking

                  Sweet, naive Jess

                  Jess

                  See, Billie?

                  We need you

                  You’re the only person who loves books as much as I do

                  Billie

                  Hey! Sorry, I’ve just seen all these

                  Jess

                  Let me guess

                  You were on the court

                  Kat

                  We’re meeting you at Rambler’s at 7

                  It’s a 10 min walk from your house

                  So if you don’t show, we’ll come get you

                  Billie

                  Huh

                  Sounds like I don’t have a choice

                  Jess

                  WHOA! Chill out, Billie!

                  So much enthusiasm for a night out with your best friends!

                  Kat

                  Yeah, don’t overdo it!

                  Play it cool for once!

                  Billie

                  You two are idiots

                  Kat

                  We love you too!!

                  See you at 7

                  Don’t wear tennis gear

                  Billie

                  You think I’d show up

                  to a bar in tennis stuff?

                  Kat

                  Yes

                  Jess

                  Yes

                  Billie

                  Fair

                  See you at 7 xx

               

            

         
         

         I try not to feel guilty as I wait at the bar for one of the staff to notice me so I can put in an order, but it creeps up
            on me – a niggling voice at the back of my head telling me that if I drink and stay out too late, I’ll be groggy in the morning
            and my game will be off. Tapping my fingers impatiently on the counter, I promise myself I’ll get up early as always and go
            for a run, no matter how late I get home tonight.
         

         
         ‘Jesus, Bills.’ Jess sighs, leaning next to me and giving me a look. ‘I can read you like a fucking book.’

         
         I glance at her in confusion. ‘What?’

         
         ‘Could you relax, please? You’re allowed one night off.’

         
         ‘And in case you’ve forgotten, we’ve finished our A-​Levels and just left school,’ Kat interjects, checking the plunge neckline of her fitted black dress and flicking her softly curled hair back over her
            shoulder. ‘Goodbye, Melrose! We’re free now and meant to be having fun.’
         

         
         I smile at them, heaving a sigh. ‘You’re right. Sorry. I’m going to stop worrying now.’

         
         ‘Good. I need your full focus if you’re going to be a successful wing-woman,’ Kat tells me in a low voice, surveying the crowded bar. ‘There are so many hot guys in here tonight. And –’ she gives Jess a pointed look – ‘a lot of hot girls, too.’ 

         
         ‘I’ve noticed,’ Jess says, glancing around the crowd. ‘They didn’t go to Melrose, right? I hardly recognize anyone here.’

         
         ‘Yum. Fresh blood,’ Kat says, her eyes filled with excitement.
         

         
         I laugh, before I turn my attention back to the bar. Kat may say she wants a wing-​woman, but she definitely doesn’t need
            one. She’s so gorgeous, she’s the centre of attention wherever she goes. She looks great tonight, too, her curly brown hair
            falling around her shoulders, her dark eyes framed by a perfectly executed bold-​lined cat flick and heavy eyelashes, and
            a dress that clings to her envy-​inducing curves. I already know she’s going to be breaking hearts all over the continent
            as she moves from city to city on her dream trip around Europe, which she’s been planning for as long as I can remember. Smart,
            funny, bold – it’s hard not to fall in love with Kat.
         

         
         Jess hasn’t gone unnoticed, either, even if she’d rather that she did. She’s the tallest of the three of us, and with her
            striking platinum-​dyed hair, sharp cheekbones and full lips, she was scouted once by a model agency, but refused to even
            take their card. She’s so averse to attention that she doesn’t even have any social media. She loves a good night out, but
            her ideal evening would be at home alone, curled up with a book.
         

         
         I maybe should have made a little more effort tonight – now that I’m here, I feel underdressed in my baggy jeans, T-shirt and jacket, but I was so tired after training this afternoon, I didn’t have the energy to pick out anything more glamorous. At least I brushed my hair, leaving it down in its natural waves over my shoulders, and I attempted a bit of make-up: a lick of mascara, sweep of bronzer and a nude-pink lip. 

         
         A voice near us cuts through the din: ‘Your name is Kat, right?’

         
         Jess and I both glance at the guy who has approached her. He has short fair hair and brown eyes, and he’s stacked. I can already see from Kat’s coy smile that she likes what she sees – she’s always been a sucker for a guy who loves the
            gym. I recognize him, but I can’t think from where. There’s something familiar about him.
         

         
         ‘That’s right,’ Kat replies, tilting her head.

         
         ‘Then looks like we’re destined to be together.’

         
         She grins at his startling confidence. ‘What makes you think that?’

         
         ‘Because . . . my name is Kit,’ he tells her, his tongue flicking out to lick his lips. ‘Kit and Kat, right? Kit Kat.’

         
         Jess and I share an unimpressed look. But Kat throws her head back and laughs. A proper laugh, too, not a fake one. She’s
            not being polite or trying to flirt. She actually enjoyed the joke. He looks thrilled at her reaction.
         

         
         ‘Kit and Kat,’ she repeats, gazing up at him from under her full eyelashes. ‘Interesting. Maybe we were meant to meet.’

         
         ‘I have to come clean, though. People don’t call me Kit, even though it is my name,’ he assures her, lifting his hands up. ‘My friends call me Bards.’ 

         
         ‘And why do they do that?’ Kat replies.

         
         ‘My surname is Bardsley. I’ve been Bards since forever.’

         
         ‘Well then, nice to meet you, Bards.’

         
         ‘Can I get you a drink?’

         
         ‘Sure,’ she says as he moves up to the bar on her other side.

         
         She winks at me and then turns her back on us to face him properly.

         
         ‘We may have lost Kat for the night,’ Jess says to me in a low voice, chuckling. Her eyes light up as she spots a group leaving one of the tables nearby. ‘I’m going to go grab that table before someone else does.’ 

         
         ‘I’ll bring the drinks over,’ I say before she hurries off.

         
         My full attention now back on the bar, I manage to finally get our order in, reaching for my phone to get ready to pay.

         
         ‘That it?’ the guy behind the bar asks as he reaches for a couple of glasses to start pouring the gin and tonics.

         
         Before I can answer, someone slides into the space next to me to cut in: ‘And one more of whatever she’s having.’

         
         Turning to look at the imposter, I roll my eyes when I realize who it is.

         
         ‘Hello, Dawson.’ Harley Pierce grins, shifting to face me, one elbow leaning on the bar. ‘Nice to see you out in the wild
            for a change.’
         

         
         ‘Whereas I’m sure the bar staff know you well here,’ I say drily.

         
         ‘I know you mean that as an insult,’ he says, greatly amused, ‘but I refuse to take it as one. We’re young and free.’ He gestures
            around the buzzing bar. ‘Got to live while you can.’
         

         
         ‘Thanks for the pearl of wisdom,’ I mutter, craning my neck to watch the barman prepare our drinks, hoping he’ll hurry up
            so I can exit this conversation swiftly.
         

         
         ‘I think my friend likes your friend,’ Harley comments, nodding to Kat.

         
         ‘Ah, that’s why he looks familiar!’ I say, glancing over at Bards as it dawns on me. ‘He’s your mate. He likes to pick you up late at night and beep the horn really loudly with his music blaring for the whole street to
            enjoy!’
         

         
         ‘That’s him. He went to Burton Grammar with me.’

         
         ‘I think I once had to ask him to pick up what was left of his spliff when he flicked it onto the street. He told me where
            to go – a real stand-​up guy,’ I say sarcastically.
         

         
         ‘Maybe you caught him on a bad day.’ Harley raises his eyebrows as Kat giggles at something Bards has just said. ‘Looks like she’s impressed by him.’
         

         
         ‘Strange. Although, she is a few drinks down.’
         

         
         He snorts. ‘Ouch. I take it Bards hasn’t won you over tonight then.’

         
         ‘Aside from being aware of his terrible music taste and his fondness for weed and littering, I haven’t had the pleasure of talking to him,’ I say, getting my card up on my phone. ‘But his “Kit Kat” line was a real hit. Brought the house down.’ 

         
         ‘You know, Dawson,’ he says, tilting his head at me, ‘a lot of guys might be intimidated by your killer combination of sharp
            remarks and dry sarcasm – I, however, find it extremely attractive. Your glacial exterior does nothing to put me off.’
         

         
         ‘Lucky me.’

         
         ‘There, you see?’ He places a palm on his chest. ‘Sarcasm to die for.’

         
         I shoot him a withering look.

         
         ‘Don’t you think we should hang out more?’ he says, as though it’s a brilliant idea that’s
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