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She ran. She could feel the turf beneath her feet, smell the grass on the wind as it blew through her hair. The ball was passed straight in front of her — she had space!

Hayley Cole shouted her name.

“Quick, Lilly, get down the wing!”

Hayley was the captain: naturally blonde, tall and athletic, with a full bust and sweeping curves. And she remembered her name! It made Lilly sprint even faster. Knowing the captain’s eyes were on her made her feel invincible.

Lilly got the ball. This was her moment! She could already picture it: her cross, the ball sailing through the air, Hayley heading it into the goal. And then the celebration! Hayley running to her, smiling that beautiful smile... arms open... embracing her!

Then they would be friends. Maybe best friends for the whole semester! Perhaps during the break they would meet up, go shopping and hang out and maybe... just maybe...

“Now! Lilly! Now!”

Hayley burst into the penalty box, cutting through the defenders.

Lilly shook herself from her daydream, took a breath, looked up, drew back her foot to make the cross and... then felt a shove. She stumbled and, in a flash, the ball was gone. She tried to keep her balance but ended up falling flat on the ground.

“Sucker!” mocked Kay, an annoyingly attractive brunette with long legs that could grace any catwalk in Milan.

“Come on, Lilly! You need to be faster!” Hayley forced an encouraging smile, even though she was shaking her head in frustration as the opponent ran off with the ball.

Lilly blushed as she pulled herself to her feet, mud smeared across her face. She had embarrassed herself. But the game had only just started, and there was still time for redemption.

Unfortunately, there was also time for even more embarrassment.

She felt like she was chasing shadows. All the girls on the pitch were bigger, stronger and faster than her. They pushed past her like she wasn’t even there. And on the rare occasions she did receive a pass, the ball would be taken from her in seconds... followed by the increasingly familiar cries of, “Oh come on, Lilly!” from the rest of her teammates — and, worst of all, from Hayley.

Long before the training session finished, she pretended she had tweaked her ankle and hobbled off the pitch. No one cared. No one came to check on her. In fact, when she came off, her team started winning. Coincidence, she told herself.

“Woo! Go Hayley! Woo!” she shouted from the touchline as the captain scored.

Hayley received the adulation of the rest of the team — high fives and hugs. Lilly wished she had been on the pitch, wished she could have joined in, and felt annoyed at herself for faking an injury. Hayley didn’t even acknowledge her, despite Lilly clapping and cheering her name.

The final whistle blew.

“Thanks, girls,” said Michelle, the coach. She was a woman in her late thirties, still in absolute perfect shape, with a friendly demeanour. “Everyone gather around.”

The girls sat in a semicircle around the coach. Lilly noticed the long-legged brunette sitting beside Hayley, the two gorgeous girls chatting and laughing together. She wished she were as hot as them. Sure, at school she had been called “cute”... by the other nerdy kids. But now that she was at college, she didn’t feel cute at all — not compared to some of the girls she saw around campus.

“Quiet please,” said Michelle. “I want to start by thanking all the freshmen who tried out today. There is definitely some encouraging talent here. As you all know, there is a preseason tour coming up next week to Japan for the first team. Jade, Harmony, Grace — I was really impressed by what I saw today, and I’d love it if you could come along with the team.”

“Yeah, Jade, brilliant pass today,” nodded Hayley in agreement.

Lilly watched Jade, a pretty girl, beam with pride at the compliment from the captain, and immediately felt a pang of jealousy. If only she had managed to get that cross right, then it might be her Hayley was smiling at.

“The rest of you freshmen,” continued Michelle, “thanks again. I know you may be disappointed not to have made the cut, but there are plenty of other casual teams around the college if you still want to play. Okay, hit the showers, girls! Jade, Harmony, Grace — come and see me after so we can get you sorted for the trip.”

Was that it? Was it over?

Lilly watched as the girls headed back toward the changing rooms. The other half-dozen freshmen who hadn’t been selected looked crestfallen, while Jade, Harmony and Grace were embraced by the team as one of their own.

Lilly felt her heart sink. This wasn’t how she had imagined college life starting. It was supposed to be different from high school — her chance to reinvent herself and finally become one of the cool kids.

She took a breath. She wasn’t going to give up that easily.

“Michelle, er... hi... er... I’m Lilly,” she called after the coach as she hurried to catch up.

“Hi, Lilly.”

“So, the thing is, you may have noticed I hurt my ankle and... er... I wasn’t really at my best today. Is there another... like... tryout?”

Michelle smiled kindly. “Look, Lilly, college-level sport is very different from high school. I saw you out there and... well... as I said, if you want to have fun and play soccer, there are plenty of teams you can join for a kick-around. There are five-a-side leagues, and some sororities have games at weekends...”

“But I really think I can make it on the college team. I know I’m not quite at the level yet, but with some training I think...” Lilly struggled to keep up with the coach’s long strides.

“Lilly, sorry,” Michelle said more firmly this time. “I can tell when someone isn’t at the standard required. Sport is supposed to be fun, and if you played with the team, you’d be out of your depth and you wouldn’t enjoy it at all. Now, do you want me to check your ankle?”

“No...” she sighed. “I’m studying sports physiotherapy... I can look at it myself.”

She was about to walk away when Michelle stopped and turned to face her properly.

“Sports physiotherapy? Okay... tell you what. If you’re really keen to be part of the team... maybe there is a way.”

*****

“He was being such a dick! I mean, like a real dick! We’re only going away for a week and he’s like, ‘So babe, does that mean we’re on a break?’” Kay snorted as she rolled her luggage through the airport lounge.

“What did you say?” asked Hayley, eyeing up a cute pair of sunglasses on a stand.

“I told him if I hear even a whisper that he’s spoken to another girl, I’ll wear his balls as earrings. Try these ones.” Kay picked up another pair of glasses and put them on Hayley. “Much better. You’re so hot, Hayley. Do you think there’ll be any cute boys in Japan? Should I fuck one? That way, if Brad cheats on me, I can just shrug and say, ‘Don’t care, I slept with this hot J-Pop star.’ I’d be all cool and non... chal... chal... what’s that fancy French word?”

“Non croissant?”

“I’d be all cool and non croissant? Hmm... maybe. You think I should?”

“You could just say you slept with a guy. You don’t actually have to do it,” suggested Hayley, taking the glasses to the counter.

“I don’t want to lie to him. Strong relationships aren’t built on lies. I should get some duty-free perfume and wear it when I get back, and he’ll be like, ‘Who bought you that perfume?’ and I’ll just say, ‘Harry, this famous J-Pop star.’”

Kay wandered into the perfume store and started sniffing testers. “What do you think of this one?”

“Not bad... light, but not too floral,” Hayley answered.

One of the shop assistants came over. She looked nervous, with dirty blonde hair tied in a bun, a few freckles, and eyes just a little too big to be taken seriously.

“Hi... there... hi...” she said, before giving an awkward smile.

“Can you buy this perfume in Japan?” asked Kay. “I want to buy it here because it’s cheap, but it has to be available in Japan too, so my boyfriend thinks a J-Pop star bought it for me.”

The assistant looked bewildered. “I... I have no idea...”

“Can you check, please?” sighed Kay.

“But... I don’t work here... It’s me... Lilly.”

Kay studied the girl, who clearly thought her name should mean something to her.

“Okay?”

“I’m coming with you... to Japan?”

Kay looked over at Hayley. “Who is this?”

“I recognise you!” Hayley said. “You were at the tryout last week!”

“Yes! That was me!” the girl beamed.

“You were? I don’t remember you,” Kay shrugged.

The girl went bright red and looked like she was about to cry.

“I... I... I’m coming as the physi... the erm... I’m studying... physio...”

“Are you having a stroke? What is wrong with you? I’ve never seen you before. Hayley, are you sure you know her?”

“Yeah, she was that girl who kept falling over during the freshman tryouts. But you tried really hard,” Hayley added with a warm smile.

“I... had a bad ankle...” stammered Lilly.

Some people were just so strange — the way they looked, the way they spoke. There should be a rule in life: hot people talk to other hot people. Weirdos either don’t speak at all or only speak to other weirdos.

This Lilly girl wasn’t ugly. If she had a proper hairstyle, actually wore some makeup and stopped dressing in clothes that looked like they’d been designed — and possibly worn — by homeless people, she could actually be quite cute. But instead, she clearly had no self-respect and thought she could somehow climb the social ladder by talking to her and Hayley.

“I have literally wasted thirty seconds of my life talking to you. I need to find someone who actually works here... and can string a sentence together.”
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