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To my dad, forever dearly missed.

There’s no way in hell I would have let you read this, but I know you’d be so proud.
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CHAPTER 1

Leo

‘. . . and Leonora, you will be looking after him for the duration of the ambassadorship.’

My attention snaps right back into the weekly team meeting and off the emails I was so desperately trying to catch up on. ‘I’m sorry?’

My boss, head of Mayfair Lifestyle, looks at me impatiently. ‘George Hampden, tennis superstar . . . he’s our new ambassador and I want you to look after him.’

I look around at the rest of the team, half of whom are narrowing their eyes at the decision and half drifting away themselves, eager for this uninspiring meeting to end so they can leave the stuffy old room.

‘But I don’t look after members any more . . . I haven’t for the past few years.’

While I might have started my career as a Member Assistant, fresh out of university and desperate for a job in London, I had worked tirelessly to get to where I wanted to be. For years I employed everything in my power to impress our influential clientele, high-end partners and the old guard of Mayfair Lifestyle, my boss, Charles Church.

As I’d been told on my first day, his ‘old school chums’ (one of whom was the owner of the company, naturally) affectionately referred to him as Cece and he encouraged the same from his employees. Little did he know the nickname had since evolved; I’d heard everything from ‘class clown’ to much harsher words beginning with ‘c’ . . . all depending on who he’d pissed off that week. That he was still working at, let alone head of, Mayfair Lifestyle, was entirely due to the fact he bunked with our owner at boarding school. How else he might have achieved a high-powered role, I don’t know. He was yet to show any inclination towards hard work, or even mild intelligence.

Despite this, I’d finally reached a stage of my career that I could really say I was proud of. Director of Experiences was a fluffy title, but it encompassed everything I’d worked towards. Starting at the bottom, straight out of university, I had spent years building strong connections in a world where, unlike him, I couldn’t rely on my schoolfriends. I’d earned the respect of not only the team around me, but some incredible brands and members. I loved my job, especially now I had the chance to flex my strategic mindset, helping to drive the business forward, making a difference.

But then something like this happened and the reality hit me of how fragile the whole thing was.

Back in the room I realize Cece is waiting for something, irritation clouding his rotund face. He still hasn’t replied to me, so I push, ‘Perhaps best to catch up after?’

He looks away with a nod, moving on to the next topic. The meeting continues around me but I can’t focus. I tell myself that I’ll clear everything up with him after and we can move forward. He’s so incompetent, it’s likely that he’s forgotten I no longer service our members.

Members of Mayfair Lifestyle range from old schoolfriends (far more successful at advancing, rather than wasting, their family money, unlike Cece), to self-made business owners looking to finally enjoy the wealth they have amassed, but with no idea how to do it. Discreet and efficient, we make their lives easier, stress-free and infinitely better. Need the best table in the house at 8 p.m. on a Friday evening? Done. Recommendations for the hot resort to ski this Easter? We know it. Access to the social events of the season? Sorted, alongside which outfits to wear, adhering to all dress codes. You get the idea.

I had spent years as one of our member assistants (MAs as we call them), on call 24/7, ensuring all my members felt special, were treated as individuals and were never left wanting for anything. Our personal bonds were so strong that when I eventually received my first promotion, many were devastated, even the more difficult ones. And not because the other MAs weren’t as good, but because we spoke daily, on all topics. Part-time MA/part-time therapist.

I loved it, but it wasn’t sustainable and it certainly wouldn’t be advantageous to my career.

So why had he picked me to look after George Hampden? He was tipped to be this year’s Wimbledon champion, a homegrown, once-in-a-generation talent and the highest-ranking Englishman ever.

He was also a massive arsehole. Famous for his stony-faced lack of emotion on and off the court; even when winning, he played the part of a classic tall, dark and admittedly handsome, brooding character well and fans loved him for it. He had amassed a new wave of female followers, all falling for his Mr Darcy-esque demeanour, helped along by the obligatory Calvin Klein shoot, but somehow also the support of men like Cece, who believed his ‘proper upbringing’ was the reason that he was winning. They admired his ‘British stiff upper lip’ and liked that he had ‘none of this American flamboyant nonsense’ (Cece’s words).

But I knew it wasn’t an act. He really was just a massive arsehole.

He had attended one of our events last year, a rooftop soirée sponsored by Lacoste for Queen’s, and, while I hate to admit it, I was starstruck for the first time in my life. I loved playing tennis, loved watching tennis, loved talking about tennis.

And I really loved watching George Hampden play tennis.

Or I had, before I met him.

He had started making waves in the tennis scene in his early twenties, beating the then-world number one in the final of the French Open at Roland-Garros – it was the most electrifying match I’d ever seen. Legend versus rookie, both playing at the top of their game. Long intense rallies, minimal unforced errors, sweat dripping onto the clay as they fought for every point.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away for a moment. And not just because he was the classic ‘tall, dark and handsome’.

He moved across the court with a lethal prowl that was graceful, but predatory. I’d never seen anyone play like him. He seemed older than the other rookies, polished, with every move perfectly managed. His dark eyes never lost focus, his shots were precise and measured. I could see his power vibrating through the screen; he was in total control. I’d never reacted to anyone this way before, at least not someone I’d never met.

Who was I kidding? I’d never reacted this way to someone I’d met either.

I was mesmerized by him.

He didn’t show any weakness, no emotion slipped through. Even when he saw his opponent’s ball sail past the base line on match point. As he gave his winning interview, thanking the French crowd (in French, with a perfect accent, of course), he never lost control of that stony expression, never let go.

But then, heading to the tunnel, he looked straight down the camera, cheeks flushed from the exertion, his chestnut waves (apparently the only thing he couldn’t control) flopping over dark, almost smoky eyes. And then he winked, the hint of a smile playing on his full lips before he ducked away.

His star power exploded right at that moment.

I must have watched that wink a thousand times. What followed was a frenzy of trending TikTok edits, aided by the aforementioned Calvin Klein ads, the fanfics, the press . . . people went crazy, all for that one moment when George let his facade slip. I never told anyone about my fascination with him. Perhaps I worried they would think my love of tennis was just due to a silly crush; or perhaps because it had unnerved me how much he had gotten under my skin.

Slowly, it faded as reality took over and I gave myself a proper talking to. I still watched his matches and followed his career as it propelled forward, still admired him. But I dated real men, rather than thinking of the fantasy man who lived on my screen, dominating my favourite sport instead of my thoughts.

His online presence was nothing compared to the real thing though. That one night, the night of the party, I thought he was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen.

Until I met him.

——

‘Oh my god, I just googled him and what the hell?! You are such a lucky bitch!’ my best friend Rosa squeals down the phone. ‘You honestly have the best life. He is dreamy . . .’

‘Rosa, no. He’s a dick. An awful human being. One that I’m now stuck with.’ I frown at myself in the window of the coffee shop I escaped to after Cece told me there was no debate. According to him, not only was George a superstar athlete, he was also the son of one of his personal friends. I was to be at his beck and call, all day, every day. This had to go well, as he had pulled in a favour for the ambassadorship and the founder was personally invested. George preferred texts, never phone calls, and I might be required to travel. That was the extent of my knowledge.

I’d never told Rosa, or anyone, about the evening I met George, embarrassed by my lack of composure. I wasn’t worried about George though; I knew he’d have no recollection of meeting me.

I can hear typing in the background. ‘England’s highest ranked player ever, went to a good school, currently lives in London . . . and he’s single!’

‘Rosa, he’s an arrogant, entitled prick with no manners.’

‘How do you know? Just because he’s all moody and brooding on the court doesn’t mean anything.’ She goes quiet, clearly scrolling. ‘Fit. Fit. Double fit. Jesus, this man, he’s practically a god!’ More silence. ‘Oh Christ, I’ve got to his Calvin Klein ad. Fuck. His body.’ She exhales, before giggling. ‘Come on, Leo, you’re being so grumpy! Look on the bright side . . . you never have to speak to him directly, looking after a celeb looks good on your CV, and you might get to see some top-level tennis. Not to mention he’s so bloody gorgeous, which you can still appreciate, even if you do hate him. Which I still don’t understand anyway . . .’

I pull myself together. ‘Fine, I’ll start afresh and get through this.’ I look at the time on my phone. ‘I have to get back before Cece starts making comments about me being “part-time”.’

Rosa laughs. ‘Now that guy, he is a certified prick. Remember when he tried to chat me up at your supper club?’

‘Eurgh, god, don’t!’ I shudder. ‘Anyway, onwards and upwards, love you and thank you, Rosa.’

‘Always, love you too, Leo.’ She hesitates, before tentatively asking, ‘Are you playing tennis tonight?’

Smiling down the phone, I reply, ‘Yes, and yes I am seeing Jack. I’ll tell him you say hello!’

‘Shut up. Good luck with Mr Darcy, you’ll be fine! Speak later!’ She hangs up before I have the chance to say goodbye.

Feeling infinitely lighter and reassuring myself that I’m overreacting, I return to the office. I can do this, I can be professional, and I will smash this. I need to smash this.

As per his instructions, I text from my work phone:


Dear Mr Hampden,

I am delighted to welcome you to Mayfair Lifestyle. My name is Leo James and I will be looking after your membership, here to assist with anything you may need. I understand you prefer texting for any communication, but in order to best service your requests it would be wonderful to set up a quick call to discuss any preferences you may have.

I look forward to working with you.

Kind regards,

Leo James



His reply comes a few hours later.


No thanks. G



For fuck’s sake.
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CHAPTER 2

George

‘. . . so, George, you will be required to attend one event and provide one interview in exchange for membership as part of the ambassadorship.’

I hear my name and reluctantly tear my eyes away from my phone where I’m rewatching last week’s practice videos. I’m mainly wondering why my serve is slightly slicing to the left . . .

‘Sorry? Ambassadorship?’

Gordon, my older brother and agent, looks at me impatiently. ‘Yes, George. The concierge? One of Dad’s old family friends asked for a favour and the silly fool has agreed. Remember Charles Church? Insisted we call him Cece. Rather fat old chap, messy blond Boris hair, pompous?’

‘Doesn’t really narrow it down.’ I close my eyes, recalling the conversation. I’m far too overwhelmed to take on anything other than tennis right now, my focus has to be purely on retaining my form for Wimbledon. The one Grand Slam I haven’t conquered, the home soil win I desperately want and know I deserve after all the work I’ve put into myself. I look back at Gordon, who’s still watching me, bored already with the situation.

‘But I said no? What even is it? I don’t do anything that requires any kind of “special services”.’ I emphasize my point as Gordon smirks.

‘You were horribly rude to him last year apparently, at the Lacoste rooftop party before Queen’s?’ Gordon carries on, ‘He was terribly upset according to Dad. Guilted him into it, it seems.’ He raises his eyebrows, glancing at his phone now.

I try to remember any kind of memorable interaction I had last year. I hadn’t been at peak strength, on or off the court, as my struggles came to a head trying to cope with the pressure that accompanied the world I found myself in.

‘Why does that mean I need to do this? Wimbledon is just over a month away. I have the French Open to prepare for, my other tournaments, sponsorship commitments. The last thing I need is to entertain one of Dad’s stuffy friends on a whim. It’s too much.’

Gordon looks up. ‘You have to do it, because Dad says you do. He can’t have another friend spreading rumours that you’ve become unapproachable since you became famous or that you think you’re better than them. You embarrassed him enough by ending your engagement last year.’

Ah yes, that I remember. That fucking day.

——

The Althorne and the Hampden families had always been friends, as long as anyone could remember. Owners of neighbouring estates in Buckinghamshire, they summered together, skied together, threw parties together. Growing up around the same age, Gordon and I spent every school holiday with Olivia, the only child and pride of Geoffrey Althorne.

I wasn’t oblivious to the crush she had on me when we were younger. Even at sixteen, I knew the effect I had on girls, even some women. I was tall for my age, athletic, cocky and looked much older. People often mistook me for Gordon, something I knew he hated.

I was already showing promising signs of excelling in tennis, despite my father not believing it was a real career path for a ‘proper gentleman’. I loved playing at our local courts, forging friendships with people who didn’t care who my father was. My best friend in the world, Jack Harper, was one of those boys – and really is the only person, to this day, I actually trust to have my best interests at heart.

I would still show off on the court at home, delighting bored family friends, showcasing trick shots, all while smashing Gordon and men twice my age.

My father often asked me to lose if the friend in question was important enough, and I hated the pat on the back and ‘better luck next time, son’ or ‘not as good as you think you are, eh?’ So I plastered on a smile and learned to control my annoyance.

And so Olivia had always been there. As we got older, I stopped seeing her as the annoying, horse-loving, spoilt nuisance we grew up with. I started to notice that her long blonde hair was no longer plaited into a crown, but blown out into waves, framing a pretty face and bright blue eyes. She had a small, tight body, toned from years of horse riding and polo, and had started wearing the tiniest bikinis to swim in our pool. She was hot.

I knew Gordon fancied her too, but I was young, competitive and an idiot. Part of me wanted to beat him in the game for her attention, although, even aged eighteen, I didn’t like the hunger in his eyes when he looked at her, or any woman for that matter. But he had never done anything untoward so I shoved the thought aside.

Olivia preferred me anyway and it was inevitable really. We had flirted for years, but whilst dancing together at her twenty-first birthday she pulled me closer and asked why I’d waited so long to kiss her. So I did and it was nice enough that I did it some more until we became official. Official turned to living together, despite my prolonged absences travelling the world as my tennis career progressed.

Living together somehow turned to engaged without much input from me; Olivia and our parents decided the two families must finally be connected by blood. A prized match. I was given a ring, picked by Olivia from the family heirloom trove, and told to do it that summer, so we could be married as soon as possible. ‘After Wimbledon, of course,’ they agreed begrudgingly. It was all going to be perfect.

Until I ended it.

——

That day of the party, I had begged not to go. I couldn’t handle what I’d done, the future I had destroyed and the disappointment from my father. Wimbledon was the following week and I was a wreck.

I was forced to attend, an obligation to a sponsor. But I had specifically told Gordon to insist that I be left alone after the necessary photos had been taken.

The only thing I remembered about that party was nearly suffocating from the panic that threatened to take over my senses, before I knew how to get a handle on my control. I felt as though I was going to explode from the crushing pressure. So no, I did not remember being rude to Cece. Just the fear.

Well, the fear – and the mystery girl with those green eyes.
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CHAPTER 3

Leo

‘No thanks. G.’

‘Still an arsehole then,’ I think to myself, pondering his response as I travel home.

After escaping the office on time for once, I just about made the train. Of course, as with the rest of this shitshow of a day, no seats were available. So here I am, leaning against the door, headphones on, looking through the window and taking steady breaths as I watch the train pull out of the station. I know that soon the rooftops will blend to green, and home to the countryside I’ll be. I click on my favourite playlist, ‘Cowboy, take me away’, and debate if a move to Montana would be out the question. Surly but sexy fictional cowboys are my type, no? Brooding, spoilt tennis players are not.

How the hell would I get him to use Mayfair Lifestyle if he didn’t even want it? Why were we even doing it if he didn’t want to?

I huff loudly to myself, startling the poor gentleman next to me, and I offer a small but apologetic smile.

‘Get a grip, Leo,’ I think. ‘He’s just another challenge to overcome. You’ve handled difficult members before. He’s no different. Customer is king, kill them with kindness, blah blah blah. You can do it.’

I open up the pages of Red Hot Ranch, preparing to escape to a world where Brett Tanner shoves me up against a barn door, proclaiming his unquenchable lust as he rips open the bodice of my flowing sundress, buttons flying to the dusty floor.

I’m jolted out of my fantasy by an announcement of trespassers on the line. Instead of the rough wood of the barn against my back, I’m squashed against the cold glass of the train door and that’s definitely not Brett Tanner’s armpit hovering over my head . . . I groan inwardly and can’t help but let my mind wander back to George Hampden and the night my crush was well and truly crushed.

——

The meeting occurred about a year ago. The party was a pre-Queen’s event for our members held by Lacoste. I was working but buzzing inside to be attending; I’d be in the same room as all my favourite tennis stars. He hadn’t been on the initial guest list, the team at Lacoste citing personal commitments and apologizing for the disappointment to our members.

But halfway through the night I spotted him across the room and paused, mid-sentence . . . My initial crush had subsided at this point but flared right back to life the minute I saw him. I thought at that moment he was even better in person. A literal god in a room full of unworthy mortals. I was excited by the other players in attendance, but none had brought me to quite the standstill he did.

I was hosting members but desperately wanted to introduce myself. I didn’t pretend that I had a chance with any of the athletes there, especially not one like George, but his presence in the room was such that I was orbiting around him, pulled closer and closer by forces I couldn’t resist.

I finally plucked up the courage to go over when he was fairly alone, standing by the floor-to-ceiling windows with a man I knew to be his older brother, Gordon, an ex-tennis pro in his own right, now agent, but practically invisible next to George.

Conscious of needing a reason other than ‘Hello, I’m your biggest fan’, to go over, I grabbed two glasses of champagne on the premise of offering them a drink, ever the good host, but also something to do with my hands. Hands that were uncharacteristically shaking.

Both towered above me, even in heels, but I tried my best not to be intimidated as I got closer.

Gordon was the first to turn to me, speaking as George still looked out, the London skyline twinkling around us in the rooftop bar. ‘Well, hello, who do we have here?’ He looked me up and down slowly, with approval. My stomach clenched at the hint of intention in his cold, dull eyes, but I smiled politely.

‘Hi, I’m so sorry to disturb you. I wanted to welcome you to the party and check you don’t need anything at all. My name is—’

George interrupted without looking around. ‘No photos.’

I gestured to them with the glasses, careful not to spill anything. ‘Apologies, Mr Hampden, I wasn’t suggesting—’

He cut me off again.

‘No photos.’ He turned his head, eyes moving straight from the view to his brother. ‘Gordon, you didn’t tell them?’ He lowered his voice and looked back out the window. ‘Just please get me out of here, I’m done with this . . .’ He closed his eyes, vaguely waving his hand towards me, ‘These people, it’s too much.’

Excuse me?

People rarely left me speechless but I stumbled over my words, the indignation almost physically knocking me back. ‘S-sorry?’

‘Quite right, George, awful crowd.’ Gordon shook his head, grabbing my arm roughly to pull me aside, his other hand signalling for me to leave. Dismissed.

I wrenched out of his grip, the sharp movement causing champagne to slosh down my dress.

Great. Fucking great.

Pissed off and not wanting to cause a scene, I had started to walk away, but not before catching his reply. ‘Didn’t realize it would be packed full of old bores.’ I turned back at that, frowning in disbelief at the blatant rudeness. ‘And girls on the game.’ He gave me a pointed look as he walked past me, eyes dropping to the wet patch on my dress. ‘I’ll get them to fetch the car.’

George didn’t bother to correct or reprimand him, just kept staring outside, stony-faced. It only fuelled my anger. These people? Girls on the game? Who did they think they were?! I opened my mouth to retort, but as always, appearing at the worst possible time, Cece lumbered over, already on his way to embarrassing himself after one too many glasses of champagne and whatever else he had squirrelled away in his monogrammed hip flask.

‘George, my boy!’ he boomed, looking between us. His eyes landed on the two, almost empty, glasses I was still clutching and widened as he took in my soaking dress.

He’d shaken his head in disappointment.

‘Clean yourself up, girl, you’re embarrassing me,’ he’d hissed, loud enough for those around us to hear. Loud enough for George to hear, although he was still facing away. ‘We’ll be discussing this tomorrow morning.’

My face flamed and I walked away swiftly, noticing heads that turned in our direction at the commotion. This was hell. I was working, we had guests and, having already almost lost my usual composure, I battled to maintain a calm facade, willing the tears of outrage and anger pricking my eyes to subside. What an entitled dick . . .

I was facing the bar, dabbing at my dress with a napkin discreetly as I counted to ten in my head, but Cece’s unnecessarily loud voice continued on and carried well enough. I either couldn’t hear George or he hadn’t bothered to acknowledge him.

‘Sorry about her, George . . . can’t get the staff these days, can you? So unreliable. Too much in favour of the old drink I’d say. All play and no work!’

I took another deep breath, willing myself not to explode at Cece and in doing so blow my chances of getting the promotion to director that I had repeatedly been promised.

‘But look at you! You were half the size when I saw you last.’ Cece ploughed on despite apparently not receiving a response. ‘I knew your father! Remember? He must have told you of our summers with the Stanthorpes in Antibes? That house was a beauty, belonged to Archie Stanthorpe’s great grandfather. Oh, the memories we had there . . . Sold it now of course, couldn’t afford it in the latest divorce, awful stuff. Tragic. We all said she was only in it for the money. Terrible, awful really. How is the old fellow anyway? I haven’t seen him in years.’

I heard him pause for breath before continuing, voice laced with fake concern . . . ‘How does he feel about poor Olivia though? Hope you don’t mind me prying, sad business but news travels fast.’

I looked over as George finally turned, confusion knotting his brow as he saw the blabbering man standing in front of him. I almost felt sorry for Cece as he looked him up and down coldly and, without a word, walked away, exhaling slowly and heading towards the lift. He had to walk past the bar to leave. Past me.

I stared as he strode closer, unable to look anywhere else despite everything. As though he felt my gaze, he looked up briefly with those stormy dark eyes and stalled, looking straight at me for the first time that evening. I had turned quickly, unable to maintain control of the emotion bubbling within me and he seemed to remember where he was, catching himself. I heard him thank our host before abruptly leaving. The whole thing was over in a matter of minutes but he’d shattered my pride. Shaken me up in a way few could.

The cherry on top of a really shitty cake came straight after with Cece’s parting words. ‘Try to lay off the champagne, Leonora . . . it’s not a good look to the boss, especially when I’m really, really trying to convince them of your worth. Time to go home, I think.’

Brilliant.

——

Half an hour later than planned, the train pulls into the station and I sigh in relief as I exit to see my friend, and unofficial tennis coach, Jack Harper. He’s leaning against his car, a grin plastered across his tanned, handsome face, muscular arms crossed over his equally muscular chest. He’s totally oblivious to the girls watching him from the car beside, giggling as he waves at me, biceps flexing.

‘Come on, gorgeous, get in.’ He gestures to the front seat where he’s left a banana and an iced chai latte from Grange Home Farm, my favourite local spot, in the cup holder. I see ‘OAT’ scrawled across the top and it lightens my mood immediately. He remembered. He’s so bloody thoughtful.

‘Jack Harper, I love you,’ I sigh.

It’s both a blessing and a shame we established early on that we were never meant to be more than platonic. He’d be such a good boyfriend, perfect really, but I’m just happy he’s my friend.

‘We’re late, but I’ve kept the court free all evening. Your day sounded pretty stressful?’ He glances over as I grab the banana, adding, ‘Even more so than usual.’

Jack knows that I can’t share any personal member details and I’m always discreet, but I can trust him enough to share the vague horror stories.

Like the time one of the juniors sent flowers to the wife of a longstanding member, rather than mistress, with a note telling her to meet him in Room 212 of The Beaumont. He was rather surprised when he opened the door that night, expecting the busty, young blonde he’d picked up in Tramp the month before, not his partner of thirty-six years. Luckily for him, the affair wasn’t outed, the confusion resulting in his wife thanking him for the surprise, but declaring she would have preferred Claridge’s: ‘They have a new treatment at the spa that I’m desperate to try.’ We booked her in the next day. All was forgiven and, importantly, forgotten, thankfully.

As a tennis coach, I know Jack would delight in knowing I was looking after George, but my professionalism wins out and I simply tell him, ‘We have a new ambassador member, a famous athlete, and Cece has kindly given me the task of looking after him.’

‘But I thought you don’t look after members any more?’ he questions.

‘I know, which is part of the issue. But mainly I’m under pressure because he’s a friend of my boss and the owner. Both of whom are on my case to make this successful.’

‘Which you will. Because you’re ace at your job.’

I feel anxiety in the pit of my stomach. I really need to get on the court and release some of this energy. ‘He doesn’t want to use the service. I tried welcoming him earlier and his response was, “No thanks”.’

‘Wow, what a dick. A free membership, for what? Thirty grand? And he’s not bothered?’ He exhales. ‘Surely you can talk him around?’ Jack takes his eyes off the road and gives me a quick grin. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone refuse you anything . . .’

‘He doesn’t want to speak, only text.’ I lift my drink, taking a long sip.

‘You’ve only tried once, very unlike you to give up so easily. Maybe something about him has got under your skin?’ Jack carries on as I shrug, keeping memories of that night to myself. ‘Just keep trying, Leo, I’m sure he’s just another self-absorbed prick, used to treating people like shit. You’ll win him around and he’ll be doing everything you want soon enough.’

I don’t reply, so he changes the subject. ‘So, tell me, where did Brett Tanner take you “roughly” today?’

I laugh out loud, updating him on Red Hot Ranch and putting George Hampden to the back of my mind. A few hours sweating it out on the court and I’ll be back to normal.

This will be a success.
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CHAPTER 4

George


Dear Mr Hampden,

I am delighted to welcome you to Mayfair Lifestyle. My name is Leo James and I will be looking after your membership, here to assist with anything you may need. I understand you prefer texting for any communication, but in order to best service your requests, it would be wonderful to set up a quick call to discuss any preferences you may have.

I look forward to working with you.

Kind regards,

Leo James



I reread the message from Mayfair Lifestyle with a groan as I lean back against the island in this stupidly cavernous, pristine kitchen. I’m back at the family home after conceding our Chelsea flat to Olivia, the very least I could do after ruining her life last year.

No, Leo, I do not want a call. No, Leo, I do not need assistance. And no, Leo, I certainly don’t need some random guy called Leo, likely a younger but just as annoying version of Cece, to ‘best service my requests’.

I have no requests, I don’t do anything except play tennis, eat, play some more tennis, go to the gym, tennis, eat, and eventually try to sleep.

I look on the profile picture of the sender, trying to see if Leo really is like every guy I went to school with, but it’s just the Mayfair Lifestyle logo.

Without thinking, I type and send, ‘No thanks. G’.

Serves Dad and Gordon right for making me do this before gearing up for the most important streak of matches in my year: Roland-Garros followed by Wimbledon, my two favourite tournaments, with a few in between to keep up my form.

After last year, it’s crucial I keep my head down and in the game. Hope, the sports psychologist Jack kindly found me on the down-low, has, unbeknownst to my family, encouraged me to rediscover the enjoyment I have for the game, removing the pressure and visualizing the perfect flow state to achieve better results. The goal in my mind is Wimbledon, but peace and stability are in hers. Hope by name . . .

Not that any of the fans would know my inner turmoil. I’ve built a reputation for my steely control. Outwardly, people see an emotionless facade cultivated over years of living with my cold family, turning down any unsanctioned wants or needs. Look inwards and I’m a mess.

Or I was a mess. Hope has indeed lived up to her name and I’m turning a corner. Good results are coming back: reaching the semis at the Australian Open, wins in Indian Wells, Monaco, Rome and a close-cut final in Madrid mean I’m in good standing for a strong summer. I’m enjoying it.

Enjoying life outside of tennis? We’ll get there. Although for me, tennis is life. I love it: playing, watching, talking about it. Hope says I need a hobby. I say Hope needs to play some tennis. Then she’d get it.

Speaking of which, I pull up my phone and call Jack, the only person I’ll call outside of Gordon or my dad if I can help it. These days I’m perfectly articulate jotting down my thoughts but tend to close up when speaking out loud. Another reason I’ve earned the nickname ‘Mr Darcy’ from my fans; they love the fantasy of a strong, silent type. If only they knew the reality.

Jack picks up after two rings; ‘Hey G, how’s it going?’

He’s always so relentlessly happy. It would be grating if I didn’t love him so much.

‘All good, Jack. But listen, I know you have lessons today, any chance you could squeeze me in for an hour? I’ll wear a cap and sunglasses, nobody at the club will know it’s me.’

‘Until you execute a perfect serve at 130 mph?’

I smile. ‘I’ll tone it down, I promise. I just need to hit a bit, release some energy. Had a tough day.’

‘Tough life at the top, eh?’ he teases. He’s the only one who really knows how bad things got last year and understands how to bring me out of my head. Makes things more normal for me.

‘Yeh, only three models slid into the DMs today, an all-time low.’

‘Tragic, no wonder you need cheering up.’ He pauses, checking his calendar. ‘If you can come for 5.30, I’ll fit you in before I have to pick up my friend, how about that?’

‘You have other friends? Who is he?’ I bite, with mock annoyance.

‘Sadly, I do. But he’s a she and, no, you cannot have her number. She’s just your type and I’d rather not piss her off.’

‘My type?’ I question.

‘Yes. Hot. Female.’

‘Oh yeah? What does she look like?’ I’ve only been with a handful of girls since Olivia, none of which were more than one-night stands, but Jack has known me long enough that his warning surprises me. I’ve never treated any women poorly, except Olivia I suppose.

‘Dark hair, green eyes. She’s very pretty, ambitious, funny, confident, loves tennis almost as much as you!’ He laughs.

My mind drifts back to that awful night last year. Those eyes had been green; beautiful, fierce. Amid the panicked rush to get out of the event, I saw her staring and it stopped me in my tracks. She had turned away as I came to my senses, control flooding back as I quickly tried to get out of there.

I hadn’t been able to shake the sight of those eyes.

‘So why aren’t you dating her?’ Jack was a good-looking guy, constantly fawned over at the club where he was Head Coach, mostly by bored wives who were fed up with the lack of attention from their ageing husbands. Or teenage girls, most of whom attended girls-only schools and had no exposure to other boys. It was all fairly innocent, to be expected really. There was the odd age-appropriate woman, signing up purely to get his attention, hoping their lessons would be some sort of dating game.

Jack is a good man, one of the kindest people I know, but he’s strict in his professionalism and many have grown bored of the pursuit when they realize they don’t stand a chance.

‘We went on one Hinge date, realized we got on, had loads in common, but had absolutely no spark. Better off as friends. Girls and boys can be friends you know.’

‘Mmm, I’ll take your word for it.’ I tease him a little. ‘If she’s as pretty as you say she is, I might have to meet her’. I glance at the big clock on the wall. It’s 4 p.m. ‘I’ll stop by Grange Home Farm on the way, say hello to Harry. Do you want anything?’

‘Nah, thanks though. I’ll pop in before I pick her up. Get her a little treat; she’s had a rough day too.’ Jack pauses, as if he can sense my grin.

‘And you’re not dating her? Sure, sure . . .’

‘Fuck off. See you soon, George.’

‘Bye, lover boy,’ I laugh down the phone as he hangs up, my mood instantly lighter.

I’ll deal with this Leo guy tomorrow.
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CHAPTER 5

Leo

Jack drops me home around 9 p.m., stepping out of the car to open my door and grab my bags. He brings them inside, gives me a huge hug, despite how sweaty we are, and reassures me that all will be OK.

Our friendship has only been short, but I really do love him. He’s the kindest person I know.

We had a great session tonight. He gave me exactly what I needed and we both left breathless, dripping and exhausted. I love the feeling of my thighs burning, the dull but satisfying ache in my shoulders, my body strung out. Jack helps me refine my shots as we rally, favouring the correct form over raw power, the result of which is always better. My skill set has developed immensely since we became friends.

I glance in the mirror as I walk through the hallway, grimacing at my red face before walking through to my little kitchen and throwing some leftovers in the oven to heat up. I force myself to drag my body upstairs and shower. The water is blissful, soothing but re-energizing to my aching muscles.

I love this bathroom. I renovated it fully before I moved in and it’s exactly what I wanted. I took full advantage of the space I had; a big bath sits in one corner, surrounded by dusty pink walls that stretch to white marble tiling, the finishes in burnished gold metal. My shower is large enough for two (despite only me using it, and occasionally my family dog) and has a small bench built into the wall, seamlessly flowing in the same marble. I sit down on it now, under the steady, hot flow, calming my mind.

I love this whole cottage actually, purchased last year with some help from inheritance money that allowed me to put down a fairly hefty deposit and be granted a modest mortgage. My mum helped with the renovations, declaring she might move in herself if I wasn’t careful.

I know how lucky I am, there was no way I would’ve been able to do it without help. Especially on a Mayfair Lifestyle salary.

It also helped that it was out of London. Luckily, I preferred that. Having rented my way across west London in my early twenties, I was over the city and relished the change in the air as I stepped foot out of the station every evening.

I must be getting old.

A short while later, freshly washed hair wrapped in a towel turban, skin moisturized and beautiful pyjama set on (one of my guilty pleasures), I grab my dinner from the kitchen and settle down at the table. Switching on the TV, I find something mindless for background noise, giving my brain a break from the day, and pick up my phone.

Ignoring the last open tab, (‘No thanks. G’) I open TikTok, another mindless pleasure.

Apparently not tonight though. My phone has clearly been listening today.

From the moment I open it and scroll, my feed is edit after edit, all featuring fucking George Hampden.

‘Seriously?!’ I say out loud, before I can help myself.

I go to close it, but I can’t help watching highlights from his latest final in Rome. I know he went on to win, as I still keep up with the results. But I’ve refused to watch any of his matches in full since last year’s encounter.

If I’m not worthy of his time, he’s certainly not worthy of mine. Although technically, I’m now supposed to be there for him at all times. I brush the thought away.

I keep watching the highlights. His control hasn’t wavered, despite his previous dip in results. Every shot is still precise, achieving that perfect form Jack tries to get out of me. He’s not lacking in skill, that’s for sure – I mean, he won the whole thing. But something is missing.

I scroll back, watching some of the edits I’d ignored. He’s still just as good, but the power that radiated off him before has dimmed. Glimpses of it shine through at certain points, but the pure dominance that captured me so fiercely when I first saw him isn’t there.

Interesting.

I watch a few more videos, fascinated by the change, before remembering that I’m supposed to hate him. And the fact I have to be up in less than eight hours. And
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