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Mae liked to think she knew the rhythm of the coffee shop the way other people knew their own pulse. The bell above the door chimed at predictable intervals. Seven forty-five brought the early walkers. By eight fifteen, the freelancers took over; laptops, oat milk, quiet entitlement.

It was a small place, tucked on the corner of the high street where it began to slope gently down toward the water. Whitewashed walls. Scratched wooden tables. Plants that leaned toward the light like they were eavesdropping. Mae came here every morning after her first class, hair still damp at the nape of her neck, body loose from the class. She took the same table by the window. Always.

Today, the ocean was slate-grey, the kind of morning that looked undecided about itself. Mae wrapped her hands around her mug and let the warmth sink in. She’d taught an early vinyasa; slow, grounding, breath led. The class had been small. Intimate. 

She was halfway through her coffee when the bell chimed again.

Mae didn’t look up right away. She never did. It was part of the ritual: stay present, don’t rush, don’t scan the room like you’re waiting for something.

Then the room shifted. Mae glanced up.

The woman standing just inside the door looked... lost. 

A cap was pulled low over her hair, shadowing her eyes, dark curls escaping at the nape of her neck. She wore black; jacket, trainers, something practical beneath it all and moved with the contained precision of someone used to being watched even when no one was looking. 

There was an athletic grace to her, tension held neatly in her shoulders, energy coiled rather than loose. When she lifted her head to scan the room, her gaze was sharp but careful, like she was measuring risk as much as space. And yet, when her eyes landed on Mae, something in her posture softened, just a fraction, as if she’d forgotten, for one unguarded second, that she was supposed to stay hidden at all. 

Her gaze stayed on Mae.

It brushed her; static. Recognition. The quiet click of interest sliding into place.

The woman looked away first.

Mae watched as she stepped up to the counter, spoke softly to the barista, hands tucked into her sleeves like she was trying to disappear inside her clothes. When she turned, coffee in hand, she hesitated; clearly clocking the lack of free tables.

Mae lifted her mug slightly. A question. An offer.

The woman blinked, surprised, then nodded.

“Thanks,” she said as she approached. Her accent was faint, hard to place. Not local.

She slid into the chair opposite Mae, careful, like she didn’t want to impose.

“I’m Mae.”

The woman’s mouth curved into a small, genuine smile. “Lucia.”

Mae noticed the way she said it; softly, like it was something she usually kept close.

“Nice to meet you, Lucia.”

Lucia glanced out the window, then back. “Is it always this quiet?”

“Depends on the day. And the weather. People here don’t like committing until the sky does.”

Lucia huffed a laugh, quick and unguarded, then seemed to catch herself. She wrapped both hands around her cup, shoulders easing just a fraction.

Silence settled. Not the awkward kind, the kind Mae spent her working life encouraging. She didn’t rush to fill it. Lucia studied the foam on her coffee like it might tell her something important.

“So,” Lucia said eventually, “do you live here?”

Mae nodded. “A few years now. Long enough that people stop asking when you’re leaving.”

“And you?” Mae asked.

Lucia hesitated. Just a beat too long. “I’m... visiting,” she said. “For a bit.”

Mae smiled, easy. “Then you’ve picked a good spot. This place is excellent for pretending the rest of the world doesn’t exist.”

Lucia met her eyes again. This time, she didn’t look away. Something in her expression lifted; softened, maybe. Or sharpened. Mae couldn’t quite tell. Just knew she was suddenly aware of the space between them. The table felt smaller.

“I could use some of that,” Lucia said.

Mae leaned back in her chair. “Rough week?”

Lucia’s laugh was quieter this time. “Rough... life.”

Mae raised an eyebrow. “Ambitious.”

Lucia smiled properly now. It transformed her face; made her look younger, warmer, like someone who laughed often when she let herself. “What about you?” Lucia asked. “You always here at this time?”

“Most mornings. After teaching.”

“Teaching what?”

“Yoga. Wellbeing. Breathwork. All the things’ people think they don’t need until they really do.”

Lucia nodded slowly, like the words landed somewhere deeper than surface-level politeness. “That sounds...” She paused, searching. “Grounding.”

Mae shrugged. “That’s the idea.”

Another silence. It hummed.

Lucia’s eyes tracked movement in the café without seeming distracted. Alert, but tired. Like someone used to being watched.

“Are you on holiday?” Mae asked gently.

Lucia’s grip tightened around her cup. “Something like that.”

Mae let it go.

They talked instead about inconsequential things. The bakery down the road that always sold out of almond croissants by ten. The way the sea smelled different depending on the tide. How the town emptied in winter and breathed again in summer.

Lucia listened more than she spoke. Asked thoughtful questions. Laughed at the right moments, but never too loudly. Mae found herself aware of her body in a way she hadn’t expected, of the way she crossed and uncrossed her ankles beneath the table, the slide of her jumper off one shoulder, the heat pooling low and unexpected in her stomach.

She told herself not to read into it.

Still, when Lucia checked her watch and swore softly, Mae felt a flicker of disappointment.

“I should go,” Lucia said. “I’ve got... something.”

Mae nodded, hiding it well. “Of course.”

Lucia stood, then hesitated. “Do you...” She stopped, exhaled. “Are you here most days?”

Mae smiled. “Most mornings.”

Lucia’s answering smile was slow. Intentional.

“Then maybe I’ll see you again.”

“I’d like that.”

Lucia pulled her cap down a little lower and headed for the door. Just before she left, she glanced back.

Mae lifted her mug in a small salute.

Mae sat there for a long moment after Lucia was gone, staring out at the water, heart beating a touch faster than before. “Well,” she murmured to herself. “That was... something.”

Her phone buzzed on the table.

Pippa: Tom says you are sat in the café smiling to yourself. There was a mystery dark haired female involved?!

A second message arrived before Mae could reply.

Pippa: Should I be asking questions?

Mae laughed softly.

Mae: Tom needs a hobby.

Pippa: Answer the question.

Mae set the phone face down, still smiling and took another sip of coffee, warmth spreading through her chest. 

She had no idea, none at all, that the woman who’d just walked out of the café carried stadiums inside her. That her name echoed in places Mae had never been. That their lives were already on a collision course with a world far louder than this quiet corner by the sea.

All she knew was, it wasn’t going to shift back
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Lucia didn’t breathe properly until she was two streets away.

The sea wind hit her face as she turned the corner, sharp and salted, and she let it sting because pain was easier than the fizz of adrenaline in her chest. Easier than the lingering warmth of Mae’s gaze, steady and unhurried, like she had all the time in the world.

Lucia hadn’t meant to go into the café. She’d meant to keep moving, hood up, head down, straight from the rental to the physio appointment, then back again. Another day of doing everything she’d been told to do rest, recover, avoid strain, avoid risk, avoid being seen.

Avoid being human.

But she’d passed the coffee shop and caught a glimpse through the window; soft light, plants, people speaking quietly; and something in her had tugged. A craving so sudden it felt like hunger. Not for caffeine. For normal.

A life where the biggest decision was whether to sit by the window or the wall.

So, she’d gone in. Hat low. Shoulders in. Heart braced.

And then she’d looked up and seen her.

Mae. She had been sitting by the window, one leg tucked beneath her, a book resting open against the table as steam curled lazily from her mug. Her hair falling in soft waves to her shoulders, dark brown threaded with lighter strands where the sun caught it, as if it had been gently undone by salt air and habit rather than effort. She had the kind of face that softened when she read, brow relaxed, mouth curving slightly at the corners and when she looked up to turn a page, dimples appeared briefly, unguarded, like they hadn’t been meant for display. 

There had been something about the way she occupied the space; contained, at ease, entirely present, that made Lucia slow without meaning to, as if she’d stumbled into a moment she wasn’t supposed to rush past. Like she wasn’t waiting for permission to take up space. Like she knew exactly where her feet were on the ground.

Lucia had forgotten how rare that felt to witness.

People didn’t look at Lucia like that. Not anymore. When she walked into a room, eyes shifted. Phones rose. Smiles tightened. People performed. Even when they were kind, there was always an edge of expectation.

Mae hadn’t performed at all. Mae had simply... seen her.

Lucia Hayes was used to being measured; rankings, percentages, performance. Control wasn’t optional. It was survival.

By twenty-six, Lucia was a fixture in the final weekends of major tournaments. She wasn’t the loudest tennis player on tour, but her game was devastatingly consistent. 

She didn’t allow herself to break.

She had climbed steadily - junior circuits, then challengers, then the tour. By the time she cracked the top ten, she already understood the rules: be brilliant, be gracious, be careful.

Smile when you win. Deflect when you lose. Say the right things. Reveal nothing.

In locker rooms and player lounges, she was respected. Teammates trusted her. Younger players watched her with a mixture of admiration and quiet fear; Lucia Hayes was the kind of opponent who didn’t beat you loudly but left you questioning your entire game.

And yet, when she took off her cap and stepped into a small café on the edge of a quiet town, none of that mattered. Here, she was just another woman with tired eyes and a body that wanted rest. Lucia hadn’t realised how heavy her name had become until she set it down.

Lucia reached her car and leaned a hip against the door, keys cold in her palm. She stared down at them like they were a puzzle she’d forgotten how to solve.

Her phone buzzed.

Tamsin.

Of course.

Lucia exhaled slowly and answered with her usual voice already in place; smooth, calm, neutral. The one that kept people from hearing too much.

“Hey.”

“Morning,” Tamsin said. Bright, efficient. Like she always had ten tabs open in her mind and Lucia was one of them. “How’s the ankle?”

“Fine.”

A pause. “Fine as in ‘fine’, or fine as in you’re not telling me something because you don’t want a lecture?”

Lucia’s mouth twitched. “Fine as in I can walk without limping.”

“That’s not the same as fine.”

“It’s fine.”

Tamsin sighed, the sound of someone who cared and was exhausted by it. “Dr. Malik’s report said no running for another ten days.”

“I read it.”

“And yet your trainer says you were on the treadmill yesterday.”

Lucia closed her eyes for a moment. She should’ve known that would get back to her. Everything got back to her. “It was walking.”

“Lucia.”

“It was incline walking.”

Tamsin made a noise that could’ve been a groan, could’ve been a prayer. “Okay. Fine. As long as it stays walking.”

Lucia stared at the grey line of the horizon. “It will.”

“Good.” Tamsin’s tone shifted into the other gear. Work mode. “We need to talk schedule. London was confirmed. Then Paris. Then -”

Lucia listened, letting the words pass over her while she watched a gull circle the rooftops. Lucia went still at the mention of airports. Of crowds. Of cameras. Her world snapped back into place. Too tight.

“We’re also doing that charity clinic next week,” Tamsin continued. “Local press only. The brief is friendly, wholesome. Keep it light. No politics, no....”

“No personal life,” Lucia finished for her.

Tamsin hesitated. “Yes. That. Especially right now.”

Lucia knew what “right now” meant without being told. It meant the sponsorship renewal. It meant the new campaign with Vanta, global brand, global money, global scrutiny. The kind of deal that secured the rest of her life if she played it right. The kind of deal you didn’t risk with anything that made executives uncomfortable in boardrooms.

Tamsin didn’t say any of that out loud. She didn’t have to.

Lucia swallowed hard.

“Lucia?” Tamsin’s voice softened. “You, okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re doing that thing again,” Tamsin said gently. “The disappearing thing.”

Lucia swallowed. “I’m just tired.”

“I know.” A beat. “Your parents called me.”

Lucia’s stomach sank. “Why do you have my parents calling you?”

“Because they love you and you ignore them when you spiral.”

Lucia opened her mouth, then shut it again. She didn’t have a defence. She’d left her mother’s last three messages unread.

“They’re worried,” Tamsin said. “They want to come out next weekend. Just for the day.”

Lucia stared at the car door handle like it might save her. “Next weekend I’m....”

“Off,” Tamsin cut in. “You’re off because you’re injured and your coach is trying to stop you from turning into a machine.”

Lucia’s jaw tensed.

“And” Tamsin added carefully, “it might be good for you to see them.”

Lucia forced air into her lungs. She didn’t want to see them. Not because she didn’t love them, because she did. Too much. Because with them, she couldn’t hide behind press training and sponsor-friendly answers. They knew her too well.

They would look at her and see the cracks.

“Okay,” Lucia said finally.

“Okay?”

Lucia hated how small her voice sounded. “Okay. They can come.”

“Good.” Tamsin’s relief was audible. “Text your mum. Something simple. She’ll cry if it’s too long.”

Lucia huffed a laugh despite herself. “Noted.”

“One more thing,” Tamsin said, brisk again. “Please remember: no strangers. No new people. Not right now. Not until we get through the renewal.”

Lucia’s fingers tightened around her keys. She saw Mae’s smile again. The calm warmth. The absence of expectation. Something in her rebelled at the thought of shutting that door before it even opened.

“No strangers,” Lucia repeated, flat.

“I’m serious,” Tamsin said. “We can’t have you photographed with someone unknown. That’s how rumours start. That’s how tabloids dig. That’s how you lose control of the narrative.”

Lucia stared out at the sea.

Control. Narrative. Brand.

She thought of Mae asking, Rough week?

Lucia didn’t know what it would feel like to answer honestly.

“Lucia?” Tamsin pressed.

“I heard you,” Lucia said, and the lie tasted bitter. “I’ll be careful.”

“Good. Call me after physio.”

Lucia ended the call before Tamsin could hear the crack in her breathing. She slid into the car and sat with her hands resting on the steering wheel, staring straight ahead like she was waiting for a starting gun.

Her heart wouldn’t settle. She hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d had coffee. She’d spoken to a stranger. She’d smiled.

And yet her body buzzed with the familiar electricity of risk.

Lucia started the engine and drove the short distance to the sports clinic. The building was anonymous; glass and grey, designed to look like it had no secrets. She parked in the back like she always did. Head down, cap low, bag slung over her shoulder.

Inside, the receptionist smiled too brightly. Recognition flickered. Contained. Controlled.

Lucia signed in under the name she’d been given by her team for places like this.

Hayes. L.

She hated the way even her own surname felt like part of the act now.

Dr. Malik’s waiting room smelled like disinfectant and eucalyptus. Lucia sat with a magazine she didn’t read, foot tapping carefully. When the door opened and her physio called her name, Lucia stood on instinct; body trained to respond.

The session was brutal in the quiet way rehab always was. Slow movements that looked like nothing to anyone watching but felt like a war inside her joint. Lucia gritted her teeth through the ache, sweat gathering at her temples.

“You’re frustrated,” her physio observed, pressing thumb into tendon.

Lucia hissed. “No.”

He raised a brow. “That was very convincing.”

Lucia let out a breath. “I’m fine.”

“Mm.” He wrapped her ankle, then looked up. “Do you want to talk about what’s actually bothering you?”

Lucia laughed once, humourless. “It’s my ankle.”

“It’s not.”

Lucia stared at the wall. The physio didn’t push. He’d learned. Everyone around Lucia learned: she was generous with interviews, careful with smiles, and she kept the real things locked behind her ribs.

When it was done, she left with her ankle taped and her brain spinning.

Outside, the sky had brightened, thin sunlight breaking through clouds. Lucia stood in the car park for a moment, blinking up at it like it was strange. Like she hadn’t seen daylight in years.

Her phone buzzed again. A message this time - from her mother.

Mum: Sweetheart. Are you eating properly? Tamsin said you sounded tired on the phone. We love you. Dad says don’t overdo it. Call me when you can.

Lucia exhaled slowly. She stared at the words until her eyes blurred slightly, then cleared. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard.

She typed: Hi Mum. I’m okay. Just rehab stuff. Miss you.

She deleted it.

Typed again: Hi Mum. I’m fine. You can come next weekend. I’d like that.

She sent that one before she could overthink it.

A moment later:

Mum: Oh darling. We’ll bring soup. Dad says no arguing. We’ll be there at noon. Love you love you love you.

Lucia’s mouth lifted despite herself. Soup. Of course. She slid back into her car.

No strangers, Tamsin had said. Lucia turned the key and stared at the road ahead.

She drove past the café without meaning to.

Once.

Then slowed on the second pass, heart thumping.

This was ridiculous. She wasn’t sixteen. She was a twenty-something woman who had faced down match points under stadium lights with the world watching. She could walk into a coffee shop.

She could sit across from a woman with kind eyes and not act like it was the most dangerous thing she’d ever done.

Lucia parked two streets away, because old habits die hard.

When she pushed open the café door again, the bell chimed and warm air wrapped around her like a blanket.

Mae was there.

Same table. Same mug.

Lucia felt her whole body unclench at once, as if she’d been holding tension she hadn’t even registered.

Mae looked up and smiled. No surprise. No performance.

Just... welcome.

Lucia walked over before she could talk herself out of it.

“Hi,” she said, and the word came out quieter than she intended.

Mae’s smile softened. “Hi. Back so soon?”

Lucia slid into the chair opposite her again, heart racing like she was about to step onto Centre Court. “I told you,” Lucia said, trying for light, trying for casual. “This place is excellent for pretending the rest of the world doesn’t exist.”

Mae studied her for a beat, eyes warm and steady. “And do you need that today?” Mae asked.

Lucia’s words snagged before they formed. She wanted to say yes. She wanted to say please. Instead, she nodded once.

Mae didn’t press. She just lifted her mug in that small salute again, like they were already a ritual. Lucia exhaled. For a moment, she let herself imagine a life where she could keep coming back here. Where her name didn’t carry stadiums. Where her heart didn’t have to negotiate with contracts.

Mae leaned forward slightly. “Do you want a pastry? I think it’s the law that you can’t sit in here twice in one day without getting at least one.”

Lucia laughed, real this time. “Fine,” she said, and it felt like surrender. “But you’re choosing. I don’t know what’s the best choice is.”

Mae’s eyes gleamed. “Dangerous. You’ve given me full control.”

Lucia’s pulse jumped, and she hated how much she liked the way Mae said it; like it was playful, flirty.

Mae stood and headed to the counter.

Lucia watched her go, the movement of her body calm and certain. Like she’d never had to perform for anyone. Like she belonged to herself. Lucia didn’t realise she was smiling until Mae glanced back and caught her. Mae’s smile in return was small. Private.

Lucia felt something inside her shift again, deeper this time. And somewhere in the back of her mind, the voice that always calculated risk whispered: This is how it starts.

Lucia ignored it.

Just for now.
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Mae noticed three things immediately.

First: Lucia looked relieved to be back, like the café was an exhale she’d been holding in all morning.

Second: whatever Lucia was carrying sat just under the surface; contained, but heavy. The kind of weight Mae recognised from clients who lived too much in their heads.

Third: Mae wanted her to stay. 

Mae wasn’t someone who fell fast. She believed in presence, in curiosity, in letting things unfold. Attraction came and went. Chemistry sparked and fizzled. She taught entire classes about not clinging to the first sensation just because it felt good.

And yet.

Lucia sat across from her, hands wrapped around her cup, posture a fraction less guarded than earlier, and Mae felt a quiet, insistent pull low in her chest. A quiet, certain yes.

Mae stood and went to the counter, ordering without looking back because she trusted Lucia would still be there when she returned. When she did glance over her shoulder, Lucia was watching her; not openly but not hiding it either.

Mae smiled to herself.

She came back with two plates and slid one across the table. “Almond croissant. It’s basically butter pretending to be food.”

Lucia laughed softly. “I respect the honesty.”

Mae took a bite of her own, then leaned back, studying Lucia properly this time. The way her cap shadowed her eyes. The faint bruise-yellowing at the edge of her ankle tape where it peeked above her trainer.

“You’re injured,” Mae said gently.

Lucia froze. Just for a second.

Mae lifted a hand. “Not in a weird, stalker way. I teach bodies for a living. Yours is guarding.”

Lucia considered her, then nodded. “Ankle.”

“Ah,” Mae said. “That explains the vibe.”

Lucia blinked. “The... vibe?”

Mae gestured vaguely. “That sense of someone who wants to move but isn’t allowed to.”

Lucia’s mouth twitched. “You’re very perceptive.”

“Occupational hazard.”

Lucia took a careful bite of her croissant, chewing slowly. “Does everyone leave your classes feeling emotionally exposed?”

Mae smiled. “Only the ones who are paying attention.”

Lucia laughed again, more easily now. 

They ate in companionable quiet for a moment, the sounds of the café wrapping around them. Cups clinking. Someone’s low laughter near the counter. Outside, the sea had shifted to a lighter grey, as if it were reconsidering its mood.

“So,” Mae said eventually, “what brings you here? You said visiting, but...” She hesitated, not wanting to pry. “You don’t feel like a tourist.”

Lucia’s gaze dropped to the table. “I needed... quiet.”

Mae nodded. “That tracks.”

Lucia glanced up. “It does?”

Mae shrugged. “People who come here looking for quiet usually aren’t running toward something.”

Lucia smiled faintly. “You’re good at this.”

“At what?”

“Seeing things people don’t say.”

Mae met her gaze. Held it. “I only see what people let me.”

Something flickered across Lucia’s face then, surprise, maybe. Or relief. Mae couldn’t tell. She watched Lucia weigh something internally, jaw tightening, then releasing.

“I’m not very good at letting go,” Lucia said.

Mae softened her voice. “You don’t have to be, right now.”

Lucia exhaled, slow and deliberate. “Thank you.”

They talked more easily after that. About small things, favourite books, how Lucia preferred early mornings and Mae was happiest just before sunset. About the way the town changed in winter, how the locals either leaned into the quiet or fled from it.

Mae learned that Lucia liked routine but resented it. That she drank her coffee black and her humour dry. That she listened more than she spoke, but when she did speak, she chose her words carefully, like they mattered.

Mae liked that.

At some point, Lucia’s phone buzzed on the table. She glanced at it, her shoulders tensing almost imperceptibly, then flipped it face down.

Mae noticed.

She didn’t comment.

Instead, she said, “I run a wellbeing centre just up the road. Yoga, breathwork, meditation. That sort of thing.”

Lucia’s eyes lit with interest. “Is it... busy?”

Mae laughed. “Some weeks. Other weeks it’s me, a room full of mats, and my business partner aggressively rearranging crystals.”

Lucia smiled. “Aggressively?”

“She’s very committed.”

“What’s her name?”

“Pippa.”

Lucia’s grin widened. “That tracks.”

Mae laughed. “You don’t even know her.”

“I don’t need to,” Lucia said. “I already like her.”

Warmth caught Mae off guard. Pippa was family, in the way chosen family always was. The idea of Lucia fitting into that world, even hypothetically, sent a small, hopeful spark through her chest.

“I could show you sometime,” Mae said before she could overthink it. “If you’re here long enough.”

Lucia’s smile faltered just a touch. “I don’t know how long I’ll be here.”

Mae nodded, hiding her disappointment. “Still. The offer stands.”

Lucia held her gaze. “I’d like that.”

The way she said it; quiet, sincere; made Mae’s pulse quicken. Another pause settled. This one felt charged.

Mae noticed the closeness of Lucia’s knee to hers beneath the table. Of the way Lucia’s eyes dipped briefly to Mae’s mouth when she smiled. Mae didn’t shy away.

Neither did Lucia.

The bell chimed as someone else entered, breaking the moment. Mae leaned back, grounding herself. She reminded herself, gently, that this was a conversation, a connection, not a promise.

Still.

“Do you have class again today?” Lucia asked.

“I do. Late afternoon.”

Lucia nodded. “I might... come.”

Mae arched an eyebrow. “Might?”

Lucia’s smile turned playful. “I don’t want to overwhelm you. Showing up at your workplace after dropping on you here twice in one day.”

Mae laughed. “I think I can handle it.”

Lucia hesitated. “I’ve never done yoga.”

Mae tilted her head. “Everyone’s done yoga. They just don’t realise it.”

Lucia snorted. “That sounds like propaganda.”

Mae leaned forward. “It’s just moving and breathing. You’re already doing both.”

Lucia considered this, then nodded slowly. “Okay.”

Mae felt a flutter of anticipation. She tamped it down. Just a little.

The bell chimed again. A couple stepped inside, laughing, shaking rain from their jackets. One of them, a man in his late thirties, camera slung around his neck, glanced around the café with casual interest. Then his gaze landed on Lucia. He slowed.

Mae saw it happen, the subtle narrowing of his eyes. The tilt of his head. That moment of almost-recognition.

Lucia felt it too.

Mae knew because her posture snapped into place. It was small. Most people wouldn’t have noticed. But Mae did.

Lucia’s shoulders straightened, her body sharper.

The man took a step closer, still looking at her.

“Hey,” he said, uncertain. “Sorry, this is probably weird but... aren’t you.....”

Lucia’s smile came quickly. Too quickly.

“No, sorry,” she said, already starting to stand. “I get that a lot.”

Her tone was polite. Easy. Practiced.

The man hesitated. “Right. Yeah. Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

Lucia didn’t look at Mae. She reached for her coat instead.

Mae blinked. “You’re leaving?”

“I—” Lucia paused, like she might say something else.

For a second, it looked like she might stay. Mae saw it, that flicker of indecision. Then it was gone.

“I’ve got somewhere I need to be,” Lucia said.

Mae studied her, something quiet landing in her chest. “Right,” she said. “Of course.”

Lucia nodded, pulling her coat on quickly. Her movements were efficient now. No hesitation. The version of her from a moment ago had vanished, but then Lucia paused, lingering for a second like she was reluctant to break from Mae’s presence. “Mae?” she said.

“Yes?”

“Thank you. For... this.”

Mae stood too, surprised by the sincerity in her tone. “You’re welcome.”

Lucia hesitated, then leaned in, just close enough that Mae could smell the faint citrus of her soap. “I’ll see you later?” Lucia asked.

Mae nodded. “I’ll be there.”

Lucia smiled, that small, private curve of her mouth, and pulled her cap down as she turned toward the door.

Mae watched her go, heart thudding a little faster than it had any right to. The bell chimed. The door closed and just like that, she was gone. 

The couple had moved to a table. Chairs scraped softly against the floor. The low hum of conversation returned, filling the space Lucia had left behind.

Mae sat still for a moment. Then she looked down. Lucia’s tea sat untouched on the table, steam still curling from the surface. Mae reached out, resting her fingers against the warm ceramic. She exhaled and sank back into her chair, staring out at the water again. Her brow furrowed slightly. Whatever Lucia had brought into this space, it wasn’t simple.

“Well,” she murmured. “That’s inconvenient.”

Her phone buzzed almost immediately.

Pippa: How is your morning? Tell me EVERYTHING.

Mae laughed, shaking her head.

Mae: You’re being dramatic.

Pippa: You’re glowing. I can sense it through the universe.

Mae typed back, slower this time.

Mae: I met someone.

Three dots appeared instantly.

Pippa: Oh.

Mae smiled despite herself.

Mae: Don’t start.

Pippa: I’m not starting. I’m preparing snacks.

Mae laughed out loud, earning a curious glance from a woman at the next table.

She tucked her phone away and finished her coffee, mind drifting back to Lucia, her guarded smiles, her careful words, the way she’d looked like someone standing at the edge of something without knowing whether to jump.

Mae didn’t know who Lucia really was, not yet. But she knew this much: Whatever Lucia was running from, Mae had a feeling it was big. And whatever was beginning between them, it wasn’t going to stay small.
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Chapter 4
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Lucia almost didn’t go.

She stood in the small kitchen of the rental, barefoot on cold tile, staring at her phone like it might make the decision for her. Mae’s wellbeing centre website sat open on the screen.

Lucia had told herself she’d keep this week clean. Rehab. Rest. No distractions. No new people. Especially no people who made her chest feel tight in a way that had nothing to do with injury.

And yet.

She changed anyway. Soft leggings. An old sweatshirt. Nothing that looked expensive, nothing that might draw attention. She taped her ankle carefully, methodically, the way she did everything that mattered. Her hands knew this ritual by heart, wrap, smooth, secure. Control where you can get it.

She caught her reflection in the hallway mirror as she pulled her hair into a low bun. She looked... ordinary. Tired. Human.

The thought steadied her.

The wellbeing centre was tucked between a florist and a closed-down bookshop, its sign hand-painted and slightly crooked, like it had been put up by someone who cared more about intention than precision. Through the front window, Lucia could see soft lighting, pale wood floors, mats laid out in neat rows.

She hovered outside for a moment, pulse ticking up.

This was ridiculous. She’d played finals in front of thousands. She’d faced down match points with cameras zoomed so close she could see herself reflected in the lens.

This was just a room.

Lucia pushed the door open.

Warmth met her immediately; heat, yes, but also something else. Calm. The faint scent of eucalyptus and citrus. Quiet music humming low, almost subliminal.

Mae stood near the front, barefoot, talking to someone Lucia recognised from the café only by feel; this must be Pippa. She had wild curls pulled into a messy knot, oversized cardigan slipping off one shoulder, arms full of props Lucia didn’t recognise.

Pippa caught Lucia’s eye first.

Her face lit up. “Oh,” Pippa said, far too loudly for a yoga studio. “You must be her.”

Mae turned. The moment their eyes met, something in Lucia’s chest eased. Like her body had decided this was safe before her mind could argue. “Hi,” Mae said, smiling. 

Lucia swallowed. “Hi.”

Mae walked over, voice lowering instinctively. “You came.”

“I said I might,” Lucia said lightly, then added, more honestly, “I wanted to.”

Mae’s smile softened. “I’m glad.”

Pippa leaned in, stage-whispering, “I’m Pippa,” then straightened and grinned. “And you are...?”

Lucia hesitated. Just a fraction. “Lucia,” she said.

Pippa studied her for a beat, eyes sharp but kind, then nodded. “Nice to meet you, Lucia. Grab a mat. Shoes off. Expectations optional.”

Lucia blinked. “I like her.”

Mae laughed. “Everyone does.”

Lucia took a mat from the stack and laid it out near the back, where she could see the room without being seen too much herself. Old instincts. She rolled her shoulders, testing her ankle discreetly.

Mae moved to the front of the room, presence shifting as she stepped into the role Lucia hadn’t yet seen her in. It wasn’t flashy. There was no performance edge, no need to command attention.

“Welcome,” Mae said, voice warm and steady. “This class is slow. We’ll focus on breath, gentle movement, and listening to what your body needs. There’s no push here. No forcing. If something doesn’t feel right, you don’t do it.”

The words landed. Mae’s gaze flicked briefly to her and Lucia felt a warmth start to rise from her stomach.  

They began seated. Simple breathwork. Inhale through the nose, exhale long and slow. Lucia closed her eyes reluctantly at first, then let them stay closed.

Listening felt dangerous.

Mae’s voice guided them gently, never demanding, never correcting unless necessary. “Notice where you’re holding. See if you can soften around it.”

Lucia almost laughed. Everything, she thought.

When they moved into gentle stretches, Lucia adapted automatically, protecting her ankle, modifying without fuss. Mae noticed, she always noticed, but didn’t draw attention to it. 

Lucia followed, breath syncing with movement in a way that surprised her. Her shoulders dropped. Her jaw unclench. Her thoughts slow, just a little.

For the first time in days, she wasn’t braced for impact.

At one point, Mae moved through the room, adjusting posture with light, respectful touches. When she reached Lucia, she paused.

“May I?” Mae murmured.

Lucia nodded. Mae’s hand was warm as it settled at Lucia’s shoulder, guiding it back a fraction, then away. The contact was brief. Professional. Her breath stuttered anyway.

Mae’s fingers withdrew immediately, but the imprint lingered. Lucia was exposed; nothing to do with her body, everything to do with how carefully Mae handled it.

When the class ended, the room sat in quiet stillness for a few beats longer than usual. No one rushed to roll up mats. No one checked their phones.

Lucia lay on her back, eyes closed, feeling something unfamiliar bloom in her chest.

Peace, maybe.

Or longing.

Eventually, people stirred. Soft chatter filled the space as mats were stacked and shoes reclaimed. Lucia sat up slowly, aware of Mae moving closer.

“How was it?” Mae asked quietly.

Lucia searched for the right word. “Unexpected.”

Mae smiled. “Good, unexpected or...”

“Very good, unexpected,” Lucia said.

Pippa appeared at Mae’s elbow, holding two bottles of water like a peace offering. She handed one to Lucia. “You survived.”

Lucia laughed. “Barely.”

Pippa’s eyes flicked to Lucia’s ankle, then back to her face. “You, okay?”

Lucia nodded. “Yeah. I know my limits.”

Pippa held her gaze for a second longer, then nodded once, satisfied. “Good. Mae hates it when people don’t listen to their bodies.”

Lucia glanced at Mae. “I can see why.”

Mae flushed slightly, which Lucia found deeply endearing.

As the last of the class filtered out, Mae wiped down a mat, movements efficient and unhurried. Lucia lingered, not quite ready to leave the cocoon of the space.

The room was emptying slowly, mats rolled, voices fading toward the door. Mae stacked bolsters with the calm efficiency of someone who knew her space well enough to move through it without thinking.

Lucia lingered.

She pretended to read the notice board by the entrance, eyes skimming flyers she didn’t absorb. Her body still hummed from the class, a sense of being more present than she usually allowed herself to be.

Mae glanced over. “Everything okay?”

Lucia nodded. “Yeah. I just....” She stopped, smiled at herself. “That was really good.”

Mae returned the smile, easy, unforced. “You picked it up quickly.”

Lucia shrugged. “I’m good at following instructions.”

“Mm,” Mae said lightly. “I noticed.”

There was a pause then, not awkward, but unclaimed. The kind that could close or open, depending on who moved first.

Lucia reached into her bag. She pulled out her phone, hesitated for half a second, just long enough to feel the weight of habit press in, and then typed something quickly. She held the screen out toward Mae.

“In case I ever need pointers and you can tell me when I’m doing something wrong,” Lucia said, tone casual, eyes steady. “Or... right.”

Mae looked at the screen. Her name had been entered Mae (Yoga). No number attached yet.

She met Lucia’s gaze, something warm and curious flickering there. “You’re asking for my number.”

“I am,” Lucia said simply.

Mae took the phone, entered her number and handed it back. She took her phone out of her pocket and did the same entered Lucia into it and passed it over. 

“Now I am asking for yours” She said with a smile. 

A genuine smile played on Lucia’s lips and reached her eyes. She took Mae’s phone entered her number and passed it back. Her fingers brushed Lucia’s, brief and grounding. 

“I’ll try not to abuse the power,” Mae said.

Lucia smiled, something softer moving into her expression. “I trust you.”

Mae watched her for a moment longer than necessary, then nodded once. “I’ll see you next class?”

Lucia slipped her phone back into her bag, the weight of it suddenly different. “Yeah,” she said. “I’d like that.”

“Before you go, do you want tea?” Mae asked. “We usually make some after class.”

Lucia smiled. “I’d like that too.”

They moved into the small back area, kettle, mismatched mugs, a jar of honey that had crystallised around the edges. Pippa busied herself loudly with paperwork, very obviously giving them space.

Mae handed Lucia a mug. “Chamomile. It’s... grounding.”

Lucia took it, fingers brushing Mae’s briefly. The contact sent a quiet spark up her arm.

They stood close, the space intimate but unforced.

“You’re very good at what you do,” Lucia said.

Mae shrugged. “I care. That helps.”

Lucia studied her, really studied her this time, the steadiness, the openness, the complete absence of performance. “Does it ever get overwhelming?” Lucia asked. “Holding space for people like that?”

Mae considered. “Sometimes. But it’s also... a choice. I don’t lose myself in it.”

Lucia’s voice came out softer than she intended. “I don’t know how to do that.”

Mae’s gaze softened. “You can learn.”

The words felt like an invitation.

Lucia glanced away, heart thudding. She shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t want this. She shouldn’t feel this drawn to someone who knew nothing about the world she carried with her like a second skin.

And yet.

Mae leaned against the counter, close enough now that Lucia could feel the warmth of her through the fabric of her sweatshirt. “So,” Mae said lightly, “are you still pretending the rest of the world doesn’t exist?”

Lucia met her eyes. “Just for today.”

Mae smiled. “That’s allowed.”

Lucia took a sip of her tea, then set the mug down carefully, like she was making a decision. “I should go,” she said, even though every part of her resisted it.

Mae nodded, accepting without pressure. “Okay.”

They walked to the door together. Pippa waved exaggeratedly from behind the desk. “Come back!” she called. “We like you.”

Lucia laughed, warmth spreading through her chest. “I will.”

Outside, the air felt cooler, sharper. Real. Lucia turned to Mae, suddenly unsure of how to leave. This felt like a moment that wanted definition.

Mae didn’t rush it. “I’m glad you came,” Mae said simply.

“So am I,” Lucia replied.

They stood there for a beat longer than necessary, eyes locked, the space between them charged and quiet. 

Lucia stepped back first. “I’ll see you,” she said.

Mae nodded. “You will.”

As Lucia walked away, she felt it again, that sense of something shifting. This wasn’t just distraction. This was the beginning of something that would ask things of her she wasn’t sure she knew how to give. And still, despite the warnings, the contracts, the careful life she’d built - Lucia found herself hoping, fiercely, that Mae would ask anyway.
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Chapter 5
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The tennis centre buzzed with the kind of energy Lucia usually avoided when she wasn’t being paid to be in it. 

Children running between courts, rackets dragging, laughter cutting across the steady rhythm of balls hitting strings. Local business stalls lined the edges; banners, flyers, coffee in paper cups. And everywhere she looked, eyes.

Lucia stood just off Court Two, shoulders set, posture already adjusted into something automatic; open, composed, controlled. The version of herself people expected.

Tamsin stood beside her, tablet tucked under her arm, scanning the space like she was mapping potential problems in real time.

“Local turnout’s good,” Tamsin said quietly. “Press is minimal. Couple of freelancers, nothing major.”

Lucia nodded. “Fine.”

“Photos during signing,” Tamsin added. “Keep it light. Engaged. Approachable.”

Lucia almost smiled. “Always am.”

Tamsin’s glance was quick. Knowing. “You are when you choose to be.”

“Lucia, we’re ready for you.”

A volunteer hovered nearby, slightly breathless. Lucia stepped forward without hesitation.

The shift was immediate.

“Hi everyone,” she called, voice carrying cleanly across the court.

The children quieted in patches, then all at once.

Lucia smiled; easy, measured.

“Who here’s played tennis before?”

Hands shot up. A few over-eager jumps.

“Good,” she said. “Then you are going to make my job easy today.”

A ripple of laughter. 

The session moved quickly; simple drills, encouragement, controlled demonstrations. Lucia moved through it with practiced ease, correcting grips, adjusting stances, crouching to speak at eye level.

“Alright, last few shots,” she said, clapping her hands once. “Then I’m told I have to sit down and sign things.”

A groan from the older kids.

Lucia smiled. “I know. Very disappointing for everyone.”

The signing table filled almost immediately. Programmes. Rackets. Caps. Phones.

Lucia sat, pen already in hand.

“Name?”

“Oliver.”

“To Oliver, keep going.”

Smile. Next.

“Can I get a photo?”

“Of course.”

Turn. Smile. Click.

Reset. Again.

It was manageable. Safe. Until—

“Lucia.”

The voice cut through at the wrong angle. Familiar.

Lucia looked up. She recognised the man in front of her, Tom Green the cafe owner was standing just beyond the barrier, holding a tray of takeaway cups.

Her stomach dropped. Tom’s expression shifted as their eyes met. First: polite recognition. Then: Something sharper.

“Oh—” he said, half to himself. “It’s you.”

Lucia’s grip tightened slightly around the pen.

“Hi,” she said, tone easy. Neutral. “Thanks for the coffee.” Smiling.

Deflect.

Tom blinked, thrown just enough to hesitate. “Yeah, yeah, you’ve been in a few times, haven’t you?” he said.

Lucia felt it immediately. The risk of what he might say next. Behind her, she felt Tamsin shift, her attention redirecting.

“Yes,” Lucia said smoothly, already moving the interaction forward. “Best place in town.”

Tom laughed, but his eyes lingered. “You didn’t mention—”

Lucia cut across it as the next person in line stepped forward.

“Name?” she said, turning to the child in front of her.

Pen poised. Smile reset. The moment snapped.

Tamsin took the coffees and thanked Tom and he stepped back, the thread broken, but not gone. Lucia could feel it, like a loose wire.

“Lucia.”

Tamsin’s voice, low, controlled, just behind her shoulder. Lucia didn’t turn.

“Two minutes,” Tamsin added. “Then we rotate you out.”

“Fine,” Lucia said, without breaking rhythm.

But her awareness had shifted now. Half on the line and half on Tom. He was still there. Talking to someone else now, but glancing over, just occasionally. Placing her.

Lucia signed another autograph.

Another photo.

Another smile.

She felt her pulse elevate.

“Last one,” the volunteer said.

Lucia nodded, finishing the final signature. She stood, rolling her shoulders once. Controlled.

Tamsin stepped in immediately. “Walk with me,” she said. Not a suggestion.

They moved off to the side of the court, away from the main cluster of people.

“Who was that?” Tamsin asked, quiet but direct.

Lucia kept her expression neutral. “Local café owner.”

“Knows you?”

A beat.

“Recognised me,” Lucia said.

Tamsin’s gaze held. Assessing. “How?”

Lucia shrugged lightly. “I’ve been in a few times.”

Tamsin’s eyes narrowed, just slightly.

“You’ve been going out?”

Careful. Lucia met her gaze.

“Coffee,” she said. “Not exactly reckless behaviour.”

A pause.

Tamsin exhaled slowly. “Lucia...”

There it was.

Lucia held steady. “He doesn’t know anything.”

Tamsin watched her for another second. Then nodded, once.

“Make sure it stays that way.”

Across the court, Tom laughed at something someone said. Lucia followed Tamsin’s line of sight, just briefly. Her expression hardening, because it wasn’t about what he knew. It was about what he’d seen. And how easily something small, could turn into something she couldn’t control.

“Next segment in ten,” Tamsin said, already shifting back into work mode.

Lucia nodded. But her focus didn’t fully return. Because now the world, she’d been keeping carefully separate had just overlapped. And it hadn’t even taken much.

The car door shut with a heavier sound than it should have.

Lucia sat in the passenger seat, hands resting loosely in her lap, fingers still faintly ink-smudged from signing. The noise of the tennis centre dulled immediately as the door sealed; replaced by the quiet hum of the engine and the distant thud of a ball somewhere outside.

For a second, neither of them spoke.

Tamsin pulled her seatbelt across, clicked it into place, then glanced sideways.

“You handled that well,” she said.

Lucia nodded. “It was fine.”

Tamsin didn’t respond straight away. She shifted the car into gear instead, pulling out slowly from the parking space, eyes scanning the mirrors with habitual precision.

They drove in silence for a stretch; the kind that wasn’t uncomfortable but wasn’t entirely neutral either. Lucia watched the tennis centre recede in the side mirror, the banners shrinking, the crowd dissolving into something indistinct.

She exhaled.

“Walk me through it,” Tamsin said eventually.

Lucia didn’t look at her. “It was































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
S A DYE HOPE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





