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            Inés

            
               My Kink Is Karma—Chappell Roan

               
                  Sinclair vs Murphy

                  Final—Centre Court, Wimbledon

               

               A lifetime of running myself into the ground for this sport had led me here. Centre Court. Seated in the hushed crowd, watching
                  two other players battle for the trophy I should have had a shot at.
               

               
               My place was down there, racket in hand. I’d worked the majority of my twenty-five years towards this goal. Instead, every
                  sharp pop of the ball dragged up another memory of how it all went wrong.
               

               
               Henrik’s low voice broke through the silence. “Watch.” He leaned in towards me, his eyes glued to the action. “You’re missing
                  the match.”
               

               
               “Anda ya,” I huffed in Spanish, my eyes still lowered to my wrapped wrist. It wasn’t an injury, only some tenderness, so the wrap was
                  precautionary. Still, the rough fabric made my stomach turn, a reminder of the problems that had plagued my career. “You forced
                  me to come.”
               

               
               “It’s the Wimbledon final, you couldn’t miss this,” he added as we sat burning under the English afternoon sun. “Besides,
                  it’s not like you were busy.”
               

               
               His words stung with truth. But it was all a reminder of how I should be the one down on court.

               
               I’d practically grown up on the tennis court in Spain and finally, two years ago, I’d claimed my first and only Grand Slam trophy on the French clay court of Roland Garros. It had been a tough match. The iconic red surface lowered the game pace, forcing patience, endurance, and precision. I’d gone the distance with a baseline rally, keeping players on their toes with chess-like tactics. 

               
               I’d been the champion. But my victory was short-lived, and only a few weeks after, I’d started getting a sharp pain in my
                  wrists, making even swinging a racket painful. I’d barely survived the opening rounds of tournaments, giving away precious
                  points as I fell down in the rankings.
               

               
               Eventually, I had no other choice but to take time away from the court for surgery. In the end, I spent almost a year watching
                  the women’s singles competition from the sidelines.
               

               
               Even eighteen months after the surgery, I was still struggling to bounce back. And now, the woman the press had pitted against
                  me, the strawberry blonde down on the court, bouncing a tennis ball against the grass, was playing in a final I could only
                  dream of reaching.
               

               
               Long legs, slim body, Chloe Murphy was only twenty-two and in her third Grand Slam final in less than a year. She’d stormed
                  into my life, winning our matches in brutal fashion.
               

               
               Two weeks ago, I’d been standing opposite her on the court. A decidedly horrible matchup in the first round of Wimbledon that
                  had seen me crash out.
               

               
               Throughout my comeback, Chloe Murphy had haunted me, becoming my major competitor since rejoining the tour. Back in January,
                  she had beaten me in the first round of the Australian Open. Chloe played like she had nothing to lose and no one to answer
                  to. Delaying tactics. Intimidating net rushes. A smile after every shanked shot, like she’d planned it.
               

               
               Finally, in May, she turned my favorite court in Paris against me in the second round. And she’d used every trick in the book,
                  like pacing just long enough between serves to fray my nerves.
               

               
               She didn’t play with people. She played through them.

               
               The press had wasted no time pitting us against each other. A rivalry between the former star, now fallen, and the next big
                  thing.
               

               
               Every time I thought I had bounced back, that my body was ready for the brutal two weeks a Slam brought, she had been there,
                  a cruel reminder of my limits.
               

               
               Chloe’s serve cut through the air like a blade, sharp, effortless, dangerous. Her opponent and my friend, Scottie Sinclair,
                  lunged, her footwork quick and deliberate, no flicker of hesitation in the hometown favorite. But Chloe hit the ball with
                  such power, it made it near impossible for Scottie to return.
               

               
               The crowd erupted. Point Murphy.

               
               Chloe lifted her chin, a faint, familiar smirk pulling at her lips that I had seen too many times, but the first was still
                  seared into my memory. New York. An after-party. I’d spotted her across the room.

               
               I hadn’t taken Chloe seriously at first. She’d entered Wimbledon last year on a wild card. She’d done better in a couple of
                  the smaller competitions in the run-up to the US Open, making it as far as the semis. Apparently, all it took to become a
                  tennis star was a wild card and a miracle. Then she started making finals. First in China, then Melbourne, then again in Paris
                  in May, where she’d finally won.
               

               
               Watching her raise that trophy, the one that had been mine, hurt more than all the physio it had taken to return to the court.
                  And now all the history between us felt mocking.
               

               
               A grunt from the court snapped me back, signaling the start of another point.

               
               Scottie Sinclair stormed forward, every muscle sharp with intent, lobbing the ball over the net, and over her opponent. Chloe
                  Murphy stood too close to the net as the ball flew over, giving her no chance to claim the point.
               

               
               The score was announced, with Scottie in the lead: 40–30.

               
               They were down to the third set, each player having claimed their win. Chloe first—unsurprising given the year she’d been
                  having.
               

               
               “She’s got to keep up that speed,” Henrik said amidst the soft noise of the crowd. “If she loses that, Scottie will have her on the ropes.” 

               
               I turned, my jaw slackened. “Since when do you root against Scottie?”

               
               Henrik had been a lifeline after my surgery, even pairing up with me in the mixed doubles to help me get back on my feet.
                  He’d grown closer to my friends, like Scottie, as well.
               

               
               His head tilted towards me, brows raised. “I’m not rooting against her,” he said, softer now. “But I’m supporting Chloe.”

               
               “Traitor.” I guess I shouldn’t blame him. They’d been seeing each other since last autumn. Our once-close friendship had frayed
                  since, and I couldn’t deny, I’d been the one pulling back. Seeing them together was harder than I’d expected.
               

               
               I couldn’t decide what was worse, looking at him or at Chloe, down on the court. His relationship with Chloe left me unsure
                  of where I stood with him. As they played on, I stared at the floor, aware of the swaying of the silent crowd, sitting in
                  that tight anticipation a good final brought.
               

               
               I should be down there. I should be playing.

               
               “You know,” he said cautiously, “she isn’t so bad once you get to know her. I think you could be friends.”

               
               I looked him dead in the eye. “You’re joking, right?”

               
               In the short time that Chloe’s progress had held my attention, I’d watched her ruin careers like it was nothing. Girls with
                  potential, rattled and ruined after a match with her.
               

               
               He raised his shoulders in a shrug, when Chloe’s American accent cut through the silence.

               
               “This is a disgrace.” I looked up, playing catch-up to the unfolding drama. “It’s like you aren’t even watching her. If she
                  was anyone else, you’d be making these calls.”
               

               
               The umpire placed her hand over her microphone, her response cut off by the murmur of the audience. Scottie waited on the baseline, inspecting her manicure as she waited for the Hawk-Eye replay on the screen to settle the point. 

               
               A slow, building clap began to echo around the stadium as the footage played, revealing the point in Scottie’s favor.

               
               “Are you done yet?” Scottie shouted. “Or are you ready to play?”

               
               And that really set Chloe off, shouting back at her opposition, anger flaring as the crowd grew restless, a chorus of boos rising in the
                  air.
               

               
               “This isn’t good,” Henrik said, his hands pressing into his thighs as he watched his girlfriend lose it on court.
               

               
               “No,” I said, my tone just as serious. “It’s not.”

               
               “Code violation, verbal abuse, warning Chloe Murphy.” A loud cheer from the crowd broke out at the umpire’s announcement,
                  the young American shaking her head as she walked back to the returning position.
               

               
               “What is she doing?” Henrik muttered as the match progressed, Scottie taking the last point in the game, and the serve changing
                  to Chloe. She took her time, bouncing the ball, tossing it to the side, waiting out the clock.
               

               
               I struggled to suffocate a laugh. “She’s doing what she does best.”

               
               His gaze tore away from the match, his eyebrows furrowed.

               
               “She’s being a drama queen,” I said. “Chloe does this every time.”

               
               Henrik looked back at the match as she finally served. Scottie started to move, but hesitated, reading the direction of the ball to perfection.
               

               
               “Out.” The linesman thrust their hand in the air. The crowd released a breath, watching Chloe as she prepared to take her
                  second serve, Scottie getting back into position.
               

               
               Again, she took her time, running down the clock.

               
               “She acts like this when it isn’t going her way,” I said, watching as she threw the ball up in the air, and the point resumed.

               
               It had happened during the final at Melbourne, when she’d harassed the umpire, telling everyone that her opponent was milking
                  an injury for more rest time. And again, in the quarter finals at Paris. And now. I wasn’t sure if she was just a hothead,
                  or if this was the pressure getting to her, but as her competitor it was thrilling to watch. To know she had a weakness.
               

               
               If I could get into shape, get off the bench and make it past the opening rounds, maybe I could use that short fuse against
                  her.
               

               
               The match continued, the pressure in the air crushing. This was Scottie Sinclair, a Brit at a home match, so the crowd were
                  supportive of her from the start. But after Chloe’s outburst, they grew louder, more energized. It got worse, especially when
                  Scottie took control of the third set, leading 5–2.
               

               
               Chloe hurled her racket towards the sideline, earning another warning for unsportsmanlike conduct and racket abuse. All the
                  drama added up to a completely avoidable point penalty.
               

               
               She was vulnerable. A crack in the polished veneer. For months, she had seemed untouchable, but now, as her composure splintered
                  under the weight of the match, I could see that Chloe Murphy wasn’t invincible. If this was what it took to beat her, I wasn’t
                  above stepping into the shadows.
               

               
               If she was allowed to play mind games, then so could I.

               
               We were only a couple of months out from the US Open. Chloe’s home turf. And if she could beat me on what I considered mine,
                  then I could do the same on hers. She might have youth and speed, but I had experience and spite.
               

               
               If my body didn’t fail me, if I stayed in control of my injury, then I could do this. I refused to back down, to be at the
                  mercy of Chloe Murphy’s backhand.
               

               
               As I watched Scottie Sinclair take the final set, I jumped to my feet, cheering as loudly as I could for one of my closest friends. But my eyes were on Chloe the entire time. Watching as she met Scottie at the net for the handshake, as she was presented with her runner-up award, as she clapped as Scottie received her winner’s trophy. All with a scowl on her lips the entire time. 

               
               If the press had thought we had the most exciting rivalry in tennis, then they’d better not count me out.

               
               Inés Costa was coming back for another round.

               
            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            TEMPER TANTRUM ON COURT: MURPHY FALLS SHORT AGAIN

            British favorite Scottie Sinclair triumphed on Centre Court today, defeating rising star Chloe Murphy in a thrilling final.
               Sinclair, who recently announced her engagement to former doubles partner Nico Kotas, expressed her joy after claiming the
               competition.
            

            In contrast, American Chloe Murphy cut a frustrated figure after finishing as runner-up. Murphy’s frustrations boiled over
               during the match, resulting in a code violation and fine for unsportsmanlike conduct. In a fiery post-match conference, Murphy
               stated, “Today, I did not play my best. There was the wind and the crowd was noisy. It’s not how it’s supposed to be, you
               know? You come to Wimbledon, and they’re all chanting her name. What about me? I could’ve won, I should’ve. Any other day,
               I could’ve taken her.”
            

            Criticism swiftly followed, with online commentators and tennis veterans weighing in. Renowned coach Brooke Turner remarked,
               “Murphy is talented but unpolished. She’s still young and inexperienced but regardless, it’s unprofessional, and she needs
               to mature if she wants to be taken seriously in the sport.”
            

            She added, “Murphy’s raw talent is undeniable, but whether she can channel her passion constructively remains to be seen.”
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               What Doesn’t Kill You Makes You Paranoid—The Beaches

               “What do you mean they’ve dropped me?” I sat straight up in the leather chair, feeling smaller than I ever had in the wood-panelled office
                  of my longtime manager.
               

               
               I’d flown to the States, returning to New York ahead of the summer hard-court tournaments.

               
               But opposite me, Selene let out a heavy sigh. “ELITE didn’t renew the contract.”

               
               “So, I have . . .” I sank back, trying to remember who was left. At one time, it had been countless; now it was harder to
                  keep track of who was still working with me. “Two sponsors left?”
               

               
               “None.”

               
               My brows shot up. “None?”
               

               
               Selene shook her head. “ELITE was the last. The other contracts finished earlier this year.”

               
               My chest tightened and a familiar sting of shame crept up my spine. Over two years ago, they’d been lining up to plaster their
                  branding over every inch of me, of my team. Anything for a bit of my airtime.
               

               
               “Tennis’s Hottest Player” they’d called me. “The Next Big Thing.”

               
               Except the next big thing had lasted only weeks after Roland-Garros before injury had kicked in. One moment, I was everywhere; the next, I was forgotten. In two years, I’d spent longer on the bench than I had on the court. 

               
               “Why didn’t you tell me?”

               
               Selene’s head tilted to the side, a sad expression across her face. “I didn’t want to psych you out before Wimbledon. I was
                  hoping if you did well, then we’d be able to drum up some more sponsorships.” Her voice softened, almost apologetic.
               

               
               I’d signed with her eight years ago when I was seventeen. She’d managed my entire professional career. Through the highs and
                  the lows, Selene had always been by my side.
               

               
               Selene paused for a moment, calculating her words. “The supplement brand, SmartServe Gummies, is still interested.”

               
               “No,” I said firmly.

               
               “It’s a good deal,” she pressed. “It’s your only offer.”
               

               
               “They are frauds,” I said. “These supplements can’t do anything that they claim.”

               
               “Inés . . .” she said. “Without a sponsor, it’s going to make paying for all of this incredibly difficult.”

               
               Her words hung in the air like a weight. I clenched my fists under the table, thinking of the growing pile of medical bills,
                  the money I’d been sending home to my family, and my quickly dwindling bank account.
               

               
               Mi familia. The thought wrapped around me tightly. This was supposed to be for them, but all it did was take me farther and farther from home.

               
               “How much longer can I survive? I’ll work with anyone.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Almost anyone.”
               

               
               “Months. If that. And that’s not including any future medical bills you might have.” Her words cut me like a knife. “And that’s
                  with the bare-minimum team. You know how quickly these expenses add up.”
               

               
               She was right. Between my coach, a hitting partner, fitness trainer, physiotherapist, nutritionist, sports psychologist, and the entire PR team who handled the huge task of my social media, keeping everyone on really added up. I couldn’t even blame them for
                  being expensive. Each person was a cog in the fragile machine of my career.
               

               
               I was lucky I didn’t outright pay Selene. But then again, a slice of nothing didn’t really come to much.

               
               “Are there really no other options?”

               
               She shook her head. “We can try to drum up something you’re happier with. Let’s go over your schedule for the next few days.”

               
               “I’m supposed to be out in the Hamptons with my friends; there’s a charity tennis event.”

               
               I’d been dying to get away. A long weekend of friends, sun and beach. It felt like my first opportunity to unwind all year.
                  While I’d been keeping Henrik at arm’s length since he started dating Chloe, it would be nice to have some extended time to
                  reconnect without her around. I’d missed our friendship.
               

               
               Selene looked brighter at my information. “Okay, that could be some good press. Who are you going with?”

               
               “Henrik will be there. And Scottie, Dylan, their partners . . .”

               
               “They both are really popular at the moment. The media is obsessed with Scottie and her brand.”

               
               I swallowed my discomfort at boiling down one of my closest friends to her social media metrics. “Yeah, we’ve known each other
                  for a while.”
               

               
               “Do you think you could get them to tag you in their socials? Maybe you can increase your visibility; you never know what
                  offers might come in from being around them.”
               

               
               I bit my lip. “I don’t like the idea of using my friends like that.”

               
               Even saying it made my stomach churn. They’d been there for me during some of my worst moments. It felt wrong to use them
                  for something like this.
               

               
               “Ask them. I’m sure they’d be happy to help you out,” she pushed.

               
               “Technically, they’d be helping their competition,” I pointed out, hoping it was enough of a counter argument to end this.

               
               “And their friend,” Selene stressed. “The best you can do is ask. I know Scottie has a big sponsorship with ELITE, but Dylan has a few different
                  ones. It could even be as much as catching their attention or upping your follower count.” She clearly read the remaining
                  discomfort across my face. “It’s this or the gummies.”
               

               
               “Fine, I’ll try it,” I reluctantly agreed. My mind raced, already dreading how I’d frame this task without sounding desperate.
                  “Who are ELITE moving on to anyway?”
               

               
               Selene shrugged. “I’m not sure yet, but I’ve heard it’s a huge launch they are doing in the next few days. I thought maybe
                  Jasmine Carter or Ruari Reilly but only time will tell.”
               

               
               I sighed, resigning myself to the ruthlessness of the industry.

               
               “See what you can do this weekend. Maybe as you carry on with the tour, you’ll get some more offers.”

               
               “Hopefully.” I sighed. “When does SmartServe need an answer?”

               
               “By the end of the month. You have time to see what you can do,” she answered. “But if there’s nothing, do I have your permission
                  to accept?”
               

               
               My chest tightened at the thought, but I didn’t have much of a choice. Reluctantly, I nodded. “But the minute anything else
                  comes up, call me.”
               

               
               “Absolutely. Anything for my favorite client.”

               
               “Aw, I bet you say that to all of us.”

               
               “Of course not.” She swiped her hand at me. “Besides, how many other clients keep me on my toes like you do?”

               
               I offered a weak smile, but the discomfort wouldn’t budge. The thought of using my friends multiplied the churning in my stomach.

               
               I had to make it to the US Open, and I had to up my ranking if I stood a chance of getting my tennis seed to a comfortable
                  entry level. With my wrist feeling better after Wimbledon, the time for failure had passed; these next few days would be my
                  one chance to breathe.
               

               
               “Try and have fun,” she said, her voice turning soft. “I know things have been hard recently.”

               
               “I’ll try.” I pushed myself out of my chair. “And I promise to try the social media thing.”

               
               “I’ll do everything I can on my end. The smallest whiff of a sponsorship and I’ll hunt it down to the ends of the earth for
                  you.”
               

               
               “Thanks, Selene.” I quickly said my goodbyes, allowing her to carry on with her busy day.

               
               As I stepped out into the sunny street, I started counting down the time until I left for the Hamptons. I was in desperate
                  need of a vacation.
               

               
               The fight I’d felt yesterday, the strange thrill I’d gotten from watching Chloe Murphy crumble on court, still lingered, like
                  a spark refusing to die. That weakness I’d seen in her had felt like a thread of hope, one now slightly frayed from the reality
                  of my situation.
               

               
               But I knew I could still do it. I had to. That drive to survive kept my focus sharp. These next months would be far from easy,
                  but I knew that failure was not an option.
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            Chloe

            
               Number One Fan—MUNA

               The word bitch filled my screen, each letter sharp as a shard of glass.
               

               
               My stomach twisted, my fingers tightening on the phone. I knew better than to look but curiosity always won. I scrolled down
                  the social media page: more abuse, more critical analysis of my on-court meltdown, a breakdown of everything I’d stupidly
                  said in the post-match conference, a GIF of me repeatedly driving my favorite racket into the Wimbledon grass. The internet
                  is hell.
               

               
               It wasn’t only anger in the comments; it was disappointment. That stung more than I’d admit.

               
               “I thought you agreed to leave your phone at home,” my brother shouted, his voice almost lost in the wind of the beach. I
                  looked back at Calvin while Wilson, our family dog, ran past me, kicking up sand as she practically galloped along the coastline.
                  We’d flown back to Rhode Island, getting in two days ago.
               

               
               I locked the phone before he could see the screen, although since he’s also my coach, I had no doubt he knew already. “I thought
                  you meant it figuratively.”
               

               
               “Figuratively?”

               
               The soft wind off the Atlantic blew stray tendrils of hair into my face. “What if we got lost and needed the map?”

               
               Calvin reached my side, his long legs closing the distance in no time. The dog circled back around as if we were a herd of sheep. Not that this beautiful pea-brained golden retriever had ever seen a sheep in her life. “We’ve lived here your entire life. I’m sure the chances of getting lost are low.” 

               
               And while we traveled a lot, it always felt like Rhode Island was the perfect home to come back to. It was my own slice of
                  peace, perfect for recovery from a long, tiring tour. Sometimes I would walk for miles up the beach and never meet another
                  soul. It felt like I was a character in the novels I devoured between matches: a woman sent to the seaside to recuperate.
               

               
               “What if we came across somebody drowning?” I asked. “Or a sudden tidal wave pulled us out to sea?”

               
               “Chloe,” he pressed, stopping in his tracks. “You need some time offline.”

               
               I wondered if there were worse things than what I’d seen. Of course there were—the internet knew no boundaries.

               
               “I do take time.”

               
               He eyed me suspiciously. “It doesn’t count if you’re playing tennis.” I smirked, sure I’d got him on this one, but he cut
                  me off before I could speak. “Or asleep.”
               

               
               He knew me too well.

               
               We’d been working together since I was sixteen and were inseparable despite our six-year age gap.

               
               “I know it’s been hard for you, the last few days,” he started, but I didn’t want to hear it again. I wasn’t quite done punishing
                  myself. And there were plenty of people, and the media, lining up to do the kicking. “And that’s why we need to slow things
                  down, tennis wise. Maybe take some time to regroup.”
               

               
               “Slow down?” I stared back at him, my brows pressed together. Surely he couldn’t be serious? But he pulled back his shoulders, wind messing his black hair, the same shade as our father’s before the grey set in.
               

               
               “You’ve been running yourself into the ground this past year.”

               
               I glared at him. “It’s called working hard. All this time, the practice we’ve been putting in, has been paying off. Now isn’t
                  the time to slow down.”
               

               
               If I made it to the end stages of the US Open, I’d have achieved a career run I was only dreaming of last year, back when
                  I was still grinding through the smaller tournaments, keeping my head down and my eye on the prize.
               

               
               Now I was making finals of Grand Slams. People knew my name. As disappointed as I was about last week, with my home slam fast approaching, I felt more determined than ever.
               

               
               To lift the trophy in Queens . . . it would be everything I’d been working towards my entire life.

               
               “It is if we want to do well at the US Open. I want you to be focused, and right now I’m worried there’s too much going on.
                  You draw a lot of attention when you play aggressively,” he stressed. Wilson’s nose nuzzled at my side. I dug out a tennis
                  ball from my pocket, teasing her with it. I threw it in the air, finding myself covered in sand as she ran to catch it mid-air.
               

               
               “We’ve got some time here, a few weeks before everything begins again. And I want you to use some of that time for something
                  other than tennis.”
               

               
               My jaw fell open. “Other than tennis?”
               

               
               He rolled his eyes as if the idea wasn’t a step away from insanity. “Yes, go hang out with friends. See that boyfriend of
                  yours.” I shook my head, but Calvin cut me off before I could say anything else. “Crack open a beer. Get drunk. Do something
                  stupid and easy. And please God, stay away from the press.”
               

               
               If our parents found out what he was suggesting, they’d have a breakdown.

               
               “The sponsors don’t seem to mind the media storm,” I pointed out. If anything, that had been the only good thing to come out
                  of my stupidity. They say there’s no such thing as bad press.
               

               
               “They will if you burn out. And I want you in your best shape mentally for the tournament in Washington,” he said. “Do you know what it feels like to sit courtside, watching you crack? I see it in your eyes, like you’re disappearing inside yourself. And I can’t stop it. Chloe, you’re not a machine. You need rest.” 

               
               Calvin paused, looking away from me and instead down the shoreline. The waves crashing against the white sandy beach, the
                  blue skies for miles and miles. This place was home, the only one I’d ever known. Whenever I left, I always counted down the
                  days until I returned.
               

               
               “I’m supposed to look out for you, and when you burn out like that, in front of everyone, I can’t protect you.” My heart ached
                  for my brother, for everything he’d given me. He was always there, always coming when I needed.
               

               
               He looked directly at me, his sea-green eyes meeting mine. “So, I need you to learn how to do that yourself, how to take a
                  breath when everything is going wrong. And that starts with a little rest.”
               

               
               I sighed. “This year . . . things are happening. I’ve gotten back to where I should be. If I hadn’t taken that year out—”

               
               “If you hadn’t taken that time off, I don’t want to think where you’d be.” He raised his hands. “But it certainly wouldn’t
                  be on a tennis court.”
               

               
               I couldn’t meet his gaze as I thought back to how dark sixteen had felt. Back when I didn’t understand my own brain and what
                  it needed, only what our parents had impressed on us. It took a lot of work to put myself back together and a lot more time
                  than I’d wanted. A year off had felt like it could hold me back, but in the end, it was time I needed.
               

               
               A twist of guilt struck again, but it changed into determination, into the driving force I’d been riding all year. “I don’t
                  want to slow down.”
               

               
               “I just want you to take a few days,” he said, his tone changing into something lighter. “Go out. Be twenty-two.”

               
               “What if I don’t know how to be twenty-two?”
               

               
               “I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Calvin replied. I didn’t bother to point out that at my age, he was beginning to coach me, taking me pro, not exactly a time for enjoyment. “Just have some fun. Avoid picking up a racket.” 

               
               I laughed, turning to walk back down the beach. “What if I pick up a racket for fun?”
               

               
               His hand rubbed at the stubble on his chin, all he was able to grow before a patchy, terrible beard came in. “As long as it’s
                  not practice.”
               

               
               I thought of Henrik, remembering that his schedule was bringing him stateside in time for the hard-court season. I was sure
                  he was scheduled for some time off too; maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to have a little break. He fit in this weird space between friends with benefits and boyfriend. Both of us were far too busy and non-committal
                  to take it any further.
               

               
               And he had the added bonus of being somebody my over-protective family could trust me with. Calvin had always pushed me to
                  socialize more, but my mom had seen the darker, cutthroat side of tennis, left with anxiety and forced from the sport she
                  loved. My dad, who’d had to watch her endure from the sidelines, hated the idea of me being close with the enemy, with a possible
                  rival. But Henrik’s and my families were close, which apparently made him an acceptable partner.
               

               
               “Fine,” I agreed. “I’ll give Henrik a call, see what his plans are. I’m sure he’s supposed to be in Manhattan.”

               
               Calvin elbowed me in the ribs. “That’s the spirit.”

               
               I held a finger up. “On one condition.”

               
               “What?”

               
               I pointed at Wilson. “I’m taking the dog.’
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               801—The Aces

               “Does everyone have a shot?” Dylan Bailey’s Australian accent echoed around the vaulted ceiling of the kitchen.

               
               She stood on a bar stool above us all, with an arm extended, a shot glass filled to the brim with clear liquid.

               
               “Nico doesn’t,” Scottie yelled back, earning her a temporary scowl from her fiancé, the hulk of a man who stood protectively
                  beside her.
               

               
               “I don’t do shots,” he grumbled unhappily.

               
               Dylan only tsked, clearly enjoying her platform of power. “It’s tequila or you down that beer.”

               
               He raised his full bottle. “I’ll take the beer.”

               
               “Beer is an option?” Oliver cried as he entered the vast kitchen where we were all gathered around the giant marble island
                  in the middle, an impressively large collection of alcohol set out before us.
               

               
               He slid towards Dylan with a look of concern as he weighed up what was safer: to let her continue standing at that height
                  or try to encourage her to return to ground level and possibly face her wrath.
               

               
               Instead, he hovered below her, like a protective mattress, ready to break her fall.

               
               “Not for you, lover boy.” She smiled, pointing down at two more shot glasses awaiting victims. I suspected I was to be the other casualty. 

               
               Dylan crooked her head towards the glass, her eyes on mine. “Drink up, Costa!”

               
               Like Oliver, I didn’t bother to argue. I was quite looking forward to a drink, to a few days away from the drama and pressure.
                  After an intense year for all of us, we needed this.
               

               
               We’d known each other for years, but after being thrust together by a mutual coach, we’d spent a cozy six weeks in a training
                  camp in Greece that cemented our friendship. Scottie had been on a comeback from a ban, Nico recovering from a knee replacement,
                  Dylan trying to find her road to victory, and me, trying to figure out how to play with two injured wrists.
               

               
               Now, a year later, Scottie was the winner of her first singles Grand Slam, Nico retired with the love of his life, Dylan loved
                  up with Oliver after her win in Melbourne. Was I the only one who had been better off two years ago?
               

               
               We were all spending the long weekend together, Dylan and Oliver having rented the beach house for us while we took part in
                  a charity tennis event for a local club.
               

               
               “To best friends,” Dylan said, her eyes catching mine, friendly this time. “I might kick your asses on court—”

               
               “You wish!” Scottie interrupted.

               
               She continued without missing a beat. “—but I still love you. Cheers!”

               
               We all raised our glasses, before swallowing down the tequila. Harsh and unforgiving, but it would get the job done.

               
               “You always pick the most disgusting shots,” Scottie said, a grim look across her face.

               
               “Just because I don’t care about fancy tequila,” Dylan said, smiling. “Plus, I like when the bottle comes with a little sombrero.”

               
               Nico finished his beer. “Reminder, don’t let Dylan do the booze run.”

               
               “Fine,” Dylan answered as Oliver held up a hand to her, helping her safely down. “You guys can all sort the house out yourselves next time.” 

               
               She and Oliver had been traveling, taking some well-deserved time away from the court. Now, back in the United States, she’d
                  be joining us on the upcoming hard-court tour: Washington, Toronto and Cincinnati.
               

               
               Or as I liked to call it: the yellow brick road towards the US Open.

               
               And with my current form, I was barely holding on to my ranking in the top 200. I couldn’t rely on a wild card entry, so without
                  the crucial points I could win at the upcoming tournaments, my entry into the competition at Queens could be at risk.
               

               
               With that reminder, my attention returned to my friends, my hand gripping my phone.

               
               “Hey!” I said, the buzz of alcohol overtaking my nerves. “Can we take a photo?”

               
               Scottie looked up from the prosecco she was pouring, slight confusion wrinkling her forehead. “Of course.”

               
               They both moved around the counter, Scottie passing us each a full glass as we huddled together, smiles crinkling our cheeks
                  as I captured the moment. Having my friends by my side felt so good, despite my ulterior motives for taking the selfie.
               

               
               “Do you mind if I put it on Instagram?” I asked nervously, lowering the phone, before reluctantly adding, “And tag you guys?”

               
               Dylan didn’t even think twice as she took a sip from her glass. “Sure.”

               
               But Scottie paused, her blonde hair cascading down her back as she leaned on the counter, not moving from my side. “You never
                  take photos. Is something up?”
               

               
               My stomach dropped at the idea of telling them the truth. No sponsors, except a sketchy supplement, the kind usually pushed
                  by B-list celebrities.
               

               
               “ELITE dropped me,” I managed, “and Selene . . . she thought . . .” I trailed off.

               
               Scottie’s confusion flattened into realization. “That’s okay, I understand.”

               
               I swallowed, trying to get rid of the guilt, but it felt sticky and heavy.

               
               “Are you okay?” Dylan asked, settling onto a stool. “I know the last couple of years have been kind of a bitch.”

               
               “Oh yeah, totally fine.” The lie was told on instinct, months of telling myself the same. It will all work out. Keep your head down. Keep playing. “Obviously, things haven’t been going amazing this year, but I’m hopeful for the next run. It would be nice if I could get
                  a few more deals, and then I can really focus on my playing.”
               

               
               “I get it.” Scottie smiled. “And I’m more than happy to help. There are a few deals I’m not interested in. I can talk to my
                  agent, tell them to recommend you instead.”
               

               
               “You’d do that for your competition?” I asked.

               
               “I’d do it for a friend,” Scottie said.

               
               My hand met hers, squeezing tightly once in thanks. The queasy feeling didn’t subside as I stared down at my phone, the image
                  and tag all typed up.
               

               
               
                  Beach time with the absolute legends @TheRealScottieSinclair and @DylanElizabethBailey

               

               My finger hovered over the post button, somehow unable to bring myself to actually do it. Was this really what my career had
                  come to? Having to make up for my shitty performances on court by asking my friends to share pictures of our handful of rest
                  days? Having them offer me brand deals they didn’t want?
               

               
               “Hey! We’re here!” My attention was pulled away as a chorus of happy shouting broke out in the vast hallway.

               
               I stopped in the doorway, catching sight of Henrik putting down a suitcase. A smile grew across my face. All my good friends, under one roof.

               
               I closed the gap between us, pulling him into a massive hug. When I was recovering from my surgery, he’d kept me company,
                  always on the other end of the phone, taking all the time he could to visit me while I healed.
               

               
               And working with me, as my mixed doubles partner, to bring me back to the court. Unfortunately, that was the only redeeming
                  factor of my career in recent years.
               

               
               “Oof!” Henrik wheezed, sounding surprised as I squeezed him tightly. “I only saw you a few days ago.”

               
               “I know but I’m . . .” My words faltered as I glanced out the open front door, down the path to where a large golden retriever
                  was hurrying up the garden path, its owner, her strawberry-blonde hair tied back, trailing behind, a weekend bag in hand.
               

               
               My teeth caught my tongue, biting down my immediate response.

               
               Every time I thought I’d shaken her shadow, she popped right back up again. But of course she was here, dragging her golden
                  retriever and her perfect, polished self into my space, like she owned every court, every match, every second of attention.
               

               
               Mierda. Why on earth was Chloe Murphy here?
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               Blue—Billie Eilish

               The burning gaze of Inés Costa was enough to tell me I had fucked up. I had entered the lion’s den.

               
               Standing in the entryway, I realized that Henrik had omitted to mention the fact that the beach house he was staying in was
                  actually full of friends.
               

               
               His friends, who hated me. With good reason.
               

               
               I paused, waiting for my fight-or-flight response to kick in; meanwhile Wilson, the innocent little pup that she is, strolled
                  right up to Inés, sniffling at her, wet nose nudging her hand for attention.
               

               
               She barely moved, still staring me down.

               
               Inés Costa. I remembered when she won the French Open. She’d looked so graceful, sliding across the court—strong too. Now all I could
                  think of was that night we’d first met and how everything had changed since New York. Now she hated me.
               

               
               “I hope it’s okay but I invited Chloe along,” Henrik said, as Scottie Sinclair and Dylan Bailey appeared, an equal mix of
                  curiosity and confusion across their features.
               

               
               If I hadn’t already decided that coming here was a mistake, seeing two of the other women I’d acted like an ass towards was sure to do the trick. Dylan, who I’d screamed at during a medical time-out. Scottie, who even just a couple of days ago, in my post-match blues, I’d gone on record and said didn’t deserve the win. 

               
               I was officially fucked.

               
               Dylan’s jaw tightened as she mumbled something I didn’t catch. Meanwhile, Scottie crouched down to Wilson as if she hadn’t
                  noticed the atmosphere turn glacial. But then she sent a fleeting glance at Inés and Dylan, a mix of exasperation and silent
                  warning passing between them.
               

               
               “There’s more than enough room.” Scottie smiled. “And now we have this bundle of joy to walk. What’s their name?”

               
               “Wilson.” My voice croaked, my fingers tightening around my bag. I could go home, could hide there.

               
               “I love it,” Scottie said, her blue eyes gleaming. I stayed silent, still feeling the heat from the glares of Dylan and Inés
                  burning into me.
               

               
               I faced the Australian back in January, in Melbourne. I’d gotten frustrated at her stalling the game with an injury, a tactic
                  used by some players to slow the game, regain some of the power. I paced and shouted at the umpire while a physio rewrapped
                  her ankle.
               

               
               “How long are you staying?” Dylan asked, a cold chill to her voice. I knew the question was directed at me, but instead she
                  looked at Henrik, who was either playing dumb or completely unaware of the situation he’d marched me into.
               

               
               When Calvin told me to rest, I’d thought it was a happy coincidence that Henrik would be here and, better yet, taking part
                  in a charity event.
               

               
               Now I realized the cruel joke that had been played upon me.

               
               “All weekend,” Henrik answered happily, as if he wasn’t in the middle of a tennis player standoff. “Chloe isn’t signed up
                  for the event, but I’m sure we could get her in.”
               

               
               “With her track record, are you sure? They might not want a drama queen on court,” Inés grumbled as she walked away. Judging
                  by the deafening silence she left, she had only said what everyone else was thinking.
               

               
               I looked back at the rental Henrik had driven us in. I barely had my learner’s permit; there was no way I could drive. Maybe a ride share. Hitchhike. Anything. Desperation began to pull at the pit of my stomach, but Henrik’s hand found mine, pulling me farther inside the house.
               

               
               We followed everyone into the kitchen, my sneakers squeaking against the glossy tiles.

               
               The kitchen gleamed with polished countertops and oversized windows, the late-afternoon sun reflecting off every surface.
                  It was almost blinding, a cruel contrast to the chill in the room. And there sat an assortment of tennis legends, their combined
                  accolades totaling two Olympic gold medals, seven Grand Slam trophies, and enough collective experience to make me feel like
                  an intruder in my own sport.
               

               
               The walls seemed to close in as I realized they weren’t only watching me, they were judging.

               
               “So, Chloe,” Oliver said, a friendly smile on his face. “How are you recovering from Wimbledon?”

               
               “Fine, it’s mostly the jet lag now that’s the killer,” I answered, unsure whether he meant the competition or my on-court
                  meltdown.
               

               
               He smiled and nodded in response, his girlfriend beside him only shooting me daggers.

               
               “Would you like some bubbles?” Scottie asked, already pouring two glasses for us. I gladly accepted, still feeling so awkward,
                  my bag still in hand. If I put it down, then it would mean I was committed to actually staying.
               

               
               “Are we really going to pretend like this is all happy families?” Inés asked bitterly, leaning forward.

               
               “Inés—” Henrik’s tone was short, but she cut him off anyway.

               
               “You knew we’d have a problem because you gave us no warning.”

               
               I downed the liquid from my glass, needing the courage. “Look, it’s fine. I can call a ride share.”

               
               Henrik shook his head, but there was something too casual in his tone. “No, stay. You should stay.”

               
               I grimaced, hating the idea of spending one second longer in this goddamn house.

               
               “Me cago en la puta.” Inés tsked. “Do you realize she’s fucked over three of the people in this room?” She pointed around the kitchen island as
                  she dug up every embarrassing moment I’d had over the last year. “She accused Dylan of cheating, she yelled at the umpire
                  and Scottie at Wimbledon, and—”
               

               
               “They both still beat her,” Henrik interrupted. “You’re the only one with the problem here, Inés.”

               
               I swallowed uncomfortably. All this time, I’d avoided hanging out with Henrik’s friends. It was easy enough to keep my distance;
                  he was the only player I knew. In locker rooms, I kept to myself. And while other girls had tried to be friendly with me,
                  I hadn’t been interested.
               

               
               “Keep your eye on the prize,” my dad had always told me. “Don’t get friendly with the enemy. You’ll only be distracted.”

               
               “Right now, you’re both being a problem.” Scottie turned to me, her features softened. “Chloe, I’m sorry for my friends. Let me show you to your room, and we can figure out where to put Wilson’s bowls.”
               

               
               And with that, she led me from the kitchen, leaving only a chorus of hushed accusations behind me.

               
               “It’s true, you know.”
               

               
               “Dylan, stay out of this.”
               

               
               “Why did you bring her?”
               

               
               Every word stung, but as she led me farther into the house, away from the kitchen, their words disappeared into the noise,
                  a speaker still playing dance music in the lounge.
               

               
               She paused midway up the grand staircase, flicking her long hair over her shoulder and looking back at me. “Don’t pay attention
                  to anything they are saying. I promise, after a couple of beers, all will be forgotten.”
               

               
               I bit my lip, not quite believing her.

               
               “Thanks for what you said back there,” I managed.

               
               We reached the second floor, and she led me into one of the front bedrooms, a luxurious king-sized bed in the center. I wanted so badly to climb into the crisp sheets and hide away. 

               
               “It’s nothing.” Scottie waved her hand. “I know well enough what it’s like to have people talking shit about you. They didn’t
                  need to be so rude.”
               

               
               “I deserved it,” I admitted. And why deny it? I could regret it all I wanted, but it had happened more than once, cracking
                  under that pressure, making a fool of myself.
               

               
               “You can stir up a little controversy, but we’ve all had our moments.” She shrugged, sending me a sly smile. I knew her history;
                  there wasn’t a fan who didn’t. The daughter of a famous ex-player, she’d once found herself banned due to illicit substances.
                  For two years, she’d been on the outside of this world and on the front page of every tabloid. She’d known how it was to live
                  in scandal, but when she’d returned, she’d come back with a vengeance.
               

               
               And with Nico Kotas on her arm.

               
               “I’m . . . I . . .” I looked around the room, looked at the floor, anywhere but at her as my cheeks burned. “I’m sorry for
                  what happened at Wimbledon. And for what I said. I know that wasn’t professional or acceptable.”
               

               
               “I could’ve won,” I’d claimed. “I should’ve. Any other day, I could’ve taken her.”

               
               “Thank you for apologizing.” Her response caught me off guard. Somehow her kindness made me feel worse. “I know how heavy
                  that pressure is, the Grand Slam final, at twenty-two. Dylan and Inés will come around. They need time to remember they can
                  be difficult too.”
               

               
               I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me at her words, the scene in the kitchen feeling further and further away. With
                  Dylan, her reputation wasn’t about winning, it was about breaking opponents down, stone-faced and unapologetic, never giving
                  an inch. If you wanted to beat her, you had to be just as ruthless.
               

               
               And Inés—that situation was worse than anyone could imagine. There was no hope there. I could’ve gone easier on her during our matches. I usually faced her in the first and second rounds; there was no need to be so brutal.
               

               
               “We will see,” I said, letting go of my bag, allowing myself to accept that I’d at least be staying the night here.

               
               When Scottie finally left, I climbed into the bed, allowing myself to replay Henrik’s words from the drive here, his insistence
                  that this long weekend would be fun.
               

               
               But all I could think about was the way Dylan wouldn’t look at me, the sharpness in Inés’s tone, and the uncomfortable silence
                  that followed my name in the kitchen.
               

               
               These weren’t allies; they were opponents I’d pissed off one too many times. And now I was in their house, on their turf.

               
               It was only a matter of time before rackets were drawn and backhands exchanged.
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               Cruel Summer—G Flip

               I had spent nearly thirty perfect minutes alone, staring at the ceiling, before the peace was disturbed by a knock.

               
               The door pushed open to reveal Henrik and that forever-friendly smile across his face.

               
               “Are you okay?” He stepped farther into the room, closing the door behind him, and placed his own suitcase down.

               
               I nodded. “Are they done with the ‘we hate Chloe’ convention? Or have they moved on to thinking of all the ways they could
                  take me out?”
               

               
               “They’ve already fashioned a hex out of cocktail straws and spite.”

               
               I pushed up from the bed, looking at him straight on. “Was that supposed to be a joke?”

               
               “A bad one, yes.”

               
               I collapsed back onto the plush pillows, and I felt him lie down at the end of the bed.

               
               “Sorry I didn’t tell you who was here. But look, when we started this”—his hands waved wildly in the air—“arrangement, you
                  said you wanted to get out, make friends, have your parents not worry about where you were or who you were with.”
               

               
               “So?”

               
               “Do you think you’ve actually done any of those things?” he asked.
               

               
               I took a moment to go over the nine months of our arrangement. We’d practically grown up together, Henrik and I. Our families
                  had been close, spending a couple of weeks every summer together. But it wasn’t until a rain delay during an important match
                  that we’d spent much time one on one. Things hadn’t been going well for me during the tournament, and I was pacing up and
                  down the player’s area trying to stay sharp while the match hung in limbo.
               

               
               He’d come up to me and made this terrible flirty joke.

               
               “Can I be your tennis ball?” he’d said with a wiggle of his eyebrows. It was ridiculous, but it lightened my mood, and later
                  that night we’d met up again, me sneaking down to the hotel bar.
               

               
               It started off casual, a way to blow off steam. Our schedules often overlapped, bringing us to the same cities, so meeting
                  up after a tough match felt convenient for both of us.
               

               
               No expectations, no strings.

               
               A few weeks in, he asked why he never saw me talking to anyone, why I always turned down invitations to parties and events.
                  I was up front with him: my parents were protective. And I never really had friends, so why start now when they all doubled
                  as professional rivals?
               

               
               And he’d offered a simple solution: making our casual arrangement exclusive. We both knew this wasn’t about romance. Henrik
                  was just as competitive as I was, just as focused, and neither of us had the time or the inclination for a real relationship.
                  But for my parents’ sake, for my family’s peace of mind, he’d play the role of the boyfriend. It gave them someone to trust,
                  someone they didn’t have to worry about.
               

               
               And it worked. They relaxed, letting me have a bit more space, even stopping with their daily check-ins.

               
               “We go out,” I argued.

               
               “Barely,” he pointed out. “And you’ve always avoided hanging out with my friends.”

               
               I pressed my face into the pillow and grumbled unhappily.

               
               He continued, “You needed a push.”

               
               A push off a cliff would’ve been kinder.

               
               “Everyone down there hates me.” I lifted my face from the pillow. “Couldn’t you have shoved me in the direction of people
                  I stand a chance with?”
               

               
               “They don’t know you,” he pressed. “The real you. The version of you that isn’t breaking rackets in the middle of matches.”
               

               
               But he didn’t know the truth. Not with Inés. He didn’t know what I’d done. I’d never told anyone. Judging from everything
                  she’d said—or more accurately, what she hadn’t said—I wasn’t sure she’d told anyone either.
               

               
               “I don’t think they care about another version of me.”

               
               “I think you’re wrong,” he pushed. I narrowed my eyes, sensing there was something else to this.

               
               “You’re not . . .” I trailed off, wondering why all of a sudden he was pushing me to expand my social horizons. “Is there
                  another reason you’ve tricked me into being here?”
               

               
               “Nope.” He said the word too quickly. Suspiciously quickly.
               

               
               “Henrik . . .”

               
               “Well, look . . .” He pushed up onto his elbows, letting out a heavy breath. “I’ve met someone.”

               
               I raised an eyebrow, my stomach dropping. “Someone?”
               

               
               He nodded once, the tone of his voice dropping low. “Someone.”
               

               
               “Oh,” I said, my gaze pulling from his. “Right.”

               
               This was good for him. It had never been serious, but with our arrangement, I was finally beginning to get the benefit, move
                  the boundaries with my parents into something resembling normality. He’d gotten on so well with my family. With him, I’d managed
                  to gain a little more freedom, a step out from under their wing.
               

               
               Now that would all be over. Was it right I was more disappointed about losing that advantage than about him getting serious
                  with somebody else?
               

               
               “And I thought . . .” he said, “with your parents, you’ll need some new friends.”

               
               “And you thought the ‘we hate Chloe’ gang down there could do the trick?” I almost laughed, but the sick feeling growing in
                  the pit of my stomach suffocated it.
               

               
               His gaze softened, one of his blonde curls falling across his face, sticking to his forehead. “Nothing is straightforward.
                  A year ago, you wouldn’t have caught Dylan in the same room as Scottie.” He shrugged slightly. “And now they are besties.”
               

               
               “That doesn’t mean they will forgive me.”

               
               And how could they? Sometimes, looking back at the footage, I couldn’t forgive the girl out on the court throwing a tantrum
                  like a child. She felt like a different person.
               

               
               “Maybe if you give them a chance, they will,” he pointed out.

               
               I sighed, the reality of the situation kicking in. He’d brought me here, not mentioning that he was sharing the villa with
                  people who actively hated me. And now my only ally was moving on. I felt like the floor had disappeared from under me. While
                  I understood why he was doing it, that didn’t mean I liked it.
               

               
               “So, who is she?” I asked, purposely changing the subject with a smirk tugging at my lips. “What happened to only looking
                  for casual?”
               

               
               “She’s my physio,” he started, his gaze leaving mine. But he shouldn’t have felt uncomfortable. It had been more than a few
                  weeks since things were physical between us. I was starting to get a vibe. “It’s weird. I think being exclusive with you took
                  casual sex off the table with anyone else, and it . . . it made room for me to actually get to know people deeper.”
               

               
               I laughed awkwardly. “You’re welcome?”

               
               Henrik shook his head, a grin growing. “It’s weird, I know.”

               
               It was, but so was our relationship.

               
               “It’s cute,” I corrected. “So now we have to break up?”

               
               “I guess so.”

               
               “Should we make it dramatic?” I smiled, trying to chase away the disappointment.

               
               “I bet I can play a fantastic scorned lover,” he joked back, holding his hand to his chest. “But I figure low key would be
                  better.”
               

               
               I nodded in agreement. The last thing I needed was more drama.

               
               “Well, you were an excellent boyfriend of convenience. I’m sure you’ll do well at the real thing.”

               
               “Thank you, pretend girlfriend.” Henrik grinned at me, and I found myself struck by the loss of him for a moment. But I’d
                  always known this would happen. We’d always promised, above everything else, we’d be truthful with each other.
               

               
               But he’d also been a good friend, and if I’m honest, a security blanket. Enabling me to go and live a little, my vastly overprotective
                  parents reassured, without having to use my brother as a babysitter. Now that was gone, and it was up to me to figure out
                  how to carry on without him.
               

               
               “Can we go downstairs now?” he asked. “You deserve to have more friends.”

               
               I grumbled but nonetheless pushed myself up and straightened my crumpled clothes. “Fine, but if something suspicious happens
                  to me over this weekend, the cops are going to have a real line of suspects on their hands.”
               

               
               “At least I know I’ll be safe.”

               
               I laughed. “Ex-lover, another woman on the cards? You’d be at the top of their list.”

               
               “I didn’t think about it that way.” Henrik’s face fell. “Better keep you safe then.” He got up, readying to venture back downstairs.
                  The best I could hope for was that everyone else had taken some time to calm down.
               

               
               I scanned around the room one last time.

               
               “That reminds me.” I rounded, waving a finger. “Where are you
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