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			The book in your hands represents what can happen when a thoughtful, fashion- and dog-loving young woman becomes exposed to a lot of football on TV. Jessica was slowly drawn into the world of football through her husband’s interest, and came to appreciate the intensity of professional footballing life and develop an empathy with the stresses on players. The sight of fit young men running around a pitch didn’t hurt either. Jessica loved working on this novel and included details that reflect her own enthusiasms, aiming for a book that was easily readable, entertaining and emotionally satisfying. If football be the food of love, play on.
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			Covenly Town Football Club, Covenly, Midshire, England.

			‘Where is Tony Garratt?’ Monica asks, scanning the office as if she genuinely believes I’ve hidden a 6′1″ attacking midfielder under a desk, or stashed him in a drawer for safe-keeping.

			I sneak a look at my phone, desperately hoping I’ve missed a reply to my string of texts. But it’s still one blue speech bubble after another:

			
			Today, 09.10

			Hi Tony, Welcome to Covenly. Do let me know if there’s anything you need to help your first day go smoothly. Also absolutely no pressure, but any idea on an ETA?

			Delivered

			09.11

			BTW this is Genie Edwards from Player Care, if you haven’t had a chance to add me to your contacts

			Delivered

			09.17

			If you’re having trouble finding the stadium, give me a call

			Delivered

			09.29

			Sorry to keep bothering you, but any updates on arrival time?

			Delivered

			09.51

			If there’s a problem, please let me know

			Delivered

			10.02

			We’ve pushed the press conference back to 10.30

			Delivered

			10.18

			Could you call me? Please

			Delivered

			

			It’s now 10.21. That’s not good. Monica clears her throat. I’ve kept her majesty waiting. That’s worse.

			‘I’m sorry, I’m having a bit of trouble getting hold of him.’ I hate that I sound cravenly apologetic. This is definitely not my fault. But our club’s owner is intimidating at the best of times, and when angry, she’s terrifying.

			‘So, you have called him?’ Monica demands.

			‘Um, no, not exactly.’ I make a conscious effort not to shrink away. ‘He, um, well, it seems he doesn’t do phone calls.’

			Monica goes to run her fingers through her immaculately straightened hair, then clearly thinks better of it.

			I try to resist the urge to pull at the collar of my blouse. ‘I have texted him.’

			Monica takes a deep breath. ‘And have you found he does text messages?’ Her brows flicker as she stresses the ‘does’, just in case I’ve missed that expectations are not being met.

			‘Generally.’

			I mentally cross my fingers. In the two weeks since Tony’s transfer was finalized, I’ve made countless attempts to contact him. In return, I’ve had a series of increasingly abject excuses from his agent and precisely two text messages from Tony. The first was to give me the car registration numbers to set up his parking. The second was a curt ‘OK’ to the hotel I booked after no response to my offer of help finding housing. So, ‘generally’ is maybe putting a positive spin on things.

			But Monica’s got to be needing some positivity. I mean, when the club’s record signing fails to show for the welcome press conference, you have to wonder, was he worth his multi-million price tag? And it can’t be much fun for Monica, mulling that one over. Not after she twisted the board’s collective arm to get the deal done. So, if I can sprinkle some sugar on the situation for her, I will. Not because I like her. I don’t. But I love my job. Put it this way, I don’t get nail extensions in case they make it easier for Monica to prise me out of my office.

			She’s been dying to get rid of me ever since she stole my husband, who happens to work here too as our senior doctor. I get why, no one likes seeing someone they’ve wronged. Except honestly, she didn’t. I’d have happily donated Gavin, if she’d asked. But Monica’s not exactly a touchy-feely, let’s-talk-things-out sort of boss either. So, instead of having a sensible conversation, I’ve mastered walking on eggshells while wearing stilettoes.

			Today, that means sweetening some unpalatable truths about Tony Garratt’s level of enthusiasm for a move that pundits have universally judged a step down. Only it looks like this is turning into a repeat of one of my marital baking misadventures. Monica’s puckering her lips, exactly like Gavin after he sampled the anniversary cake I baked using salt instead of sugar. Any second now, she’s going to explain how even a half-competent player care professional could’ve transformed joining Covenly FC into a tempting treat.

			I prepare to bite my tongue. Tony’s walking away from a London club that’s Premier League royalty. Cut me and I bleed Covenly grey, but even I can’t pretend we’re not a financially shaky upstart by comparison. Since Monica’s genetically programmed to force her family’s tractor manufacturing company into any conversation, there’s a strong possibility she’ll lead with the agricultural delights of the West Midlands when he finally shows up. And I haven’t actually met Tony, but my slight weakness for creative midfielders translates into knowing a disturbing amount about him. Enough that, if Monica mentions the joys of rural peace and quiet, there’s a definite risk I’ll laugh in her face.

			Thankfully, I’m rescued by Skylar, one of the two junior members of my team, sauntering in.

			‘Any sign?’ I ask, my voice determinedly cheerful, but trying to communicate by laser-focused eye contact that now is not the time to be light-hearted.

			Skylar does her best to look serious. ‘’Fraid not. Katia’s going round to the punters’ car park, in case he’s come in at the wrong entrance.’

			Monica drums crimson fingernails against the elbow of her beautifully tailored blazer. ‘So, the only contact you’ve managed to attempt with Garratt is via text messages, which he may or may not read. Is that correct?’

			I can’t stop myself looking at the floor like a guilty schoolgirl. ‘Um, yes, I’m sorry, it is.’

			‘Well, that’s really not good enough.’ Monica’s finger-tapping turns into an exasperated wave of her hand. ‘What is the purpose of a player care department if you can’t even keep track of said players’ whereabouts?’

			That’s enough to conjure up an image of me, Skylar and our admin genius, Katia, wandering the terraced streets around the stadium calling for Tony like a lost dog. Which is unfortunate, because it makes me want to laugh. Well, more cackle hysterically. Once I reach this stage of anxiety, the next thing I say will inevitably be inappropriate. So, when Monica orders us to come up with a solution, I find myself suggesting, ‘A DM from Skylar’s Instagram might do the trick.’

			As soon as it slips out, I regret it. If you’ve opened a paper in the last year, you’ll get what I mean. Tony Garratt’s way more likely to respond to a random pretty blonde on Instagram than messages from his new club. But Tony’s now unforgivably late, so I doubt Monica wants to be reminded of his reputation. But Monica looks at Skylar properly for the first time. ‘Will that work?’

			Skylar makes her face exaggeratedly serious. ‘I can only try.’

			She starts getting out her phone, but I’m saved from having to prevent a workplace #MeToo incident in the making by a voice behind me. ‘I’m after Genie. Am I in the right place?’

			Luckily, over the years, I’ve watched more than enough post-match TV interviews to recognize Tony’s east London drawl. That gives me ample time, before I turn, to hide that I could cheerfully strangle him. In fact, as I hold out my hand, I’m almost sure my expression is every bit as warm as any new signing could expect from the head of Player Care.

			‘You are. I’m Genie. In fact my name is Charlotte but for some reason I’ve always been known as Genie. It’s nice to meet you.’

			He smiles, the lazy smile that must’ve won him just as many fans as his ability to make passes so perfect, strikers salivate at the sound of his name. ‘Hello, love. You’ve been texting me, yeah?’

			I hope my smile hasn’t become any less bright. ‘That’s right.’

			He makes the face all players practise, the one that says, ‘It’s a fair cop, ref, but I didn’t mean nothing by it.’ If you’re not a football fan, it’s roughly the same as the one that children use to get an extra biscuit out of doting aunties.

			‘Sorry. I’ve not been the best at getting back to you, have I? I’ve been making the most of a couple of weeks off, you know how it is.’

			His tan is almost a match for the gold of his watch, so I guess that means lying on the beach was more important than replying to me. Usually, I’d be sympathetic. The English football calendar has got so stretched, players barely get a summer break before it’s time to get back for pre-season. But Tony was out most of last year with a recurrent hamstring injury, I can’t believe he went into the off-season exhausted. Only it’s not my job to get into that, so I turn up the smile. ‘It’s not a problem. We’re just pleased to have you here now.’

			That was a mistake. It gives Monica a chance to add, in a distinctly unwelcoming tone, ‘Even if you are extremely late.’

			Tony squints, distorting his perfectly symmetrical mask of dark stubble. ‘I don’t get you.’

			‘You were expected at 9 a.m., to be briefed for a 10 a.m. press conference.’ Monica’s voice remains every bit as icy as her expression.

			Tony turns his head to one side. ‘Nah, I got a text last night. Saying it’d got pushed back to eleven thirty.’

			Monica pounces on that like a tabby on a particularly succulent mouse. ‘A text message. From whom?’

			Tony looks at me, and the smile’s gone. ‘You, I guess.’

			I shake my head. ‘No, I’m sorry, but it wasn’t.’ I hold my phone out to him, open on my texts. ‘But I did contact you this morning for an arrival time. Repeatedly.’

			He glances at the screen. ‘Yeah, you was persistent, weren’t you?’ It doesn’t sound like he considers it a positive quality. ‘Only I was out for a run. I’d not got my phone on me.’

			Pre-season doesn’t start until tomorrow. I’d put the chances he’s done any sort of exercise today at pretty much zero. But whatever, or probably more accurately, whoever was keeping Tony occupied this morning, I doubt he’d care to share the details with Monica. Possibly that shows in my face, because his mouth changes from flatline to a sneer. ‘And I can’t prove what I got sent last night, cos unlike some, I don’t hoard my texts. But it said it was from Player Care all right.’

			Monica snaps round to stare at me. ‘Is this true?’

			I’m almost a hundred per cent sure it’s not. I definitely didn’t change the time, and I can’t believe either Skylar or Katia would have contacted Tony without my say-so. Plus, in the last few months, there’ve been enough stories about Tony’s discipline having gone walkabout, I suspect he’s covering up having overslept. Obviously, that’s intensely annoying, but down the corridor, there’s a room full of journalists. And they’ll all be itching to put out the story that Covenly FC has bought the world’s most expensive white elephant, so now is not the time to argue about it.

			I make my voice bland. ‘I think there’s been some confusion. But perhaps we could look into it after the press conference?’

			Monica goes through a visible battle between her desire to kill a villager every hour until the truth is established and the need to minimize public embarrassment. Thankfully, the latter seems to win out and she sighs loudly. ‘Very well.’

			I turn back to Tony, not bothering to smile any more. ‘Do you need us to delay for a few minutes, so you can look over the talking points?’

			He shakes his head, screwing up his face. ‘Nah, I know the drill. You wants the usual? How it’s time for a fresh start, couldn’t want for a better set of lads, manager’s the business. All that, right?’

			I would love to tell him the press office has come up with something truly original, but they haven’t, so I raise my brows at him. ‘That should cover it.’

			‘You got the shirt here?’ he asks, his voice matching mine in chilliness.

			Skylar passes across the gunmetal grey and blue home kit shirt, freshly printed with Garratt 10. It looks wrong, he’s been Garratt 27 since, well, forever. Apparently, though, he was quite insistent about making the switch, which is the exact opposite of what I’d expect. I mean, obviously there’s status attached to the number 10 shirt, but it’s not like Tony needs to announce he’s a playmaker. And even if he’s not the type to get superstitious over numbers, you’d think he’d want to preserve his brand. But clearly I don’t have the best read on Tony, because I’d also expect him to walk out into the corridor to change.

			Instead, he peels off his bright white t-shirt and drops it on the nearest desk. And I guess I’ll have to reassess the odds he was out running this morning. Because Tony might have finished last season out of condition, but there’s no denying he’s perfect now. We’re talking dictionary-worthy muscle definition. Which, if anything, makes the whole thing even more maddening. Just to put the cherry on top, as Monica marches him out, Tony looks over his shoulder and winks at Skylar. Infuriatingly, she grins back.
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			Skylar, who had come straight from women’s team training, pulls a towel from her gym bag. She holds it out to me. I turn my head, confused.

			She smiles. ‘I thought you might need it.’ I look at her, still bemused, until she laughs. ‘To mop up the drool.’

			Usually, I’d laugh back, team discipline not being one of my managerial strengths. But today, I’m definitely not in the mood and my, ‘I can assure you that won’t be necessary,’ comes out snappy.

			Skylar withdraws the outstretched towel, but she’s still grinning. ‘Honestly? I’d have thought Tony Garratt stripping in the office was your idea of heaven.’

			I could do without the reminder that I might have mentioned, once or twice, that Tony’s an extremely watchable player.

			‘It turns out, in person, he doesn’t live up to my expectations.’

			Skylar laughs. ‘Really? He definitely exceeded mine. With his shirt off, anyway.’

			I do a shrug/sneer combo. ‘A few hours in the gym hardly make up for being such a liar.’

			Skylar’s face clouds. ‘Yeah, I assumed you hadn’t texted him.’

			‘No, and I take it you didn’t either?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘And I think we can be absolutely confident Katia wouldn’t have done.’

			‘No chance.’ Skylar sounds distinctly smug. Katia is in almost every way a better employee than Skylar, but her Achilles heel is shyness. It’s vanishingly unlikely Katia would’ve contacted a player she didn’t know. Not without running multiple drafts of the text by me first, anyway.

			Thinking about Katia, it strikes me that she may still be vainly searching the outer reaches of the stadium’s car park for a missing midfielder. I try her phone a couple of times. It goes straight to voicemail, and I end up sending Skylar off to hunt for her. I was hoping that by the time they got back, my temper would have recovered, but it turns out pacing around the office for fifteen minutes isn’t terribly calming.

			Katia is telepathic when it comes to tension. The second she and Skylar walk in, she’s apologizing for not answering my calls. I decide against interrogating her over the text and make myself smile. ‘It’s OK, Kat, don’t worry about it. We just wanted to make sure you weren’t still waiting around for Garratt.’

			Katia shakes her head, vigorously enough that her braids vibrate. ‘No. I got caught by Monica. She wanted one of us in the press conference, in case they needed anything.’

			‘Did it go OK?’ I ask. I should’ve gone myself. That’ll be another point against me to add to Monica’s tally.

			Katia nods this time, still a little exaggerated, so my pretending to be relaxed can’t be too convincing. ‘Yes, fine.’ Then she smiles, her most genuine smile, warm and sweet as freshly baked pie. ‘He was good. Great, actually.’

			‘Well, that’s something, I suppose,’ I say, grudgingly. ‘At least it’ll sell a few shirts, which is what Monica bought him for, after all.’

			Skylar tries not to openly laugh. ‘What’s happened to “He’s the best of his generation, top assist maker in the Premier League, the missing link that’s all we need to make it in Europe”?’

			‘He was the best of his generation, but not any more,’ I snap. ‘And anyway, he’s thirty. His generation’s on their way out.’

			‘I don’t know that’s true,’ Katia says, so quietly I’d have missed it if Skylar hadn’t followed on with a long list of players who’ve continued at the top level well into their thirties.

			They’re both obviously right, but I’m not going to admit it. ‘Yes, but they all work like dogs to keep up their fitness, don’t they?’ Pushing back a strand of hair that’s escaped from my attempt at a French twist, I rush on before either of them can answer. ‘Garratt’s never had the discipline, and now he’s got to the age where his talent can’t cover up the laziness any longer. I should think his last club practically bit Monica’s hand off when she got her credit card out. Getting Garratt off their books must be the best bit of business they’ve done in years.’ I crinkle up my nose in disgust. ‘And now we’re the lucky ones paying him a fortune to sit on the bench.’

			Objectively, that’s only partly true. His whole career, Tony’s been a tabloid journalist’s dream. But there’s a big difference between staggering out of nightclubs with a stranger on your arm in the off-season, and doing the same before a big game, or when you’re supposed to be focused on coming back from injury. Those stories only started last season. About the same time rumours began to circulate that Tony wasn’t turning up for training, and that when he did show, he was instigating trouble in the dressing room. And I’ve been doing this long enough, I know perfectly well that’s a sign something’s gone seriously wrong.

			But I’m really hitting my stride. So, instead of remembering that it’s my job to make sure he settles here, I’m revving up to dissect every error Tony’s made on and off the field. Luckily, Skylar pulls a warning face, stopping me just in time. A second later, Tony’s in the doorway.

			‘I’m here for my shirt,’ he says, voice flat.

			I turn and gesture towards the t-shirt, still screwed up on the desk. ‘You’re more than welcome to fetch it.’

			That came out a shade or two ruder than I’d intended, but he just gives me a nasty smile and lounges across to collect it. I gather together the shreds of my professionalism and try to inject some warmth into my voice. ‘Actually, if you have a minute, there are a couple of things we need to cover.’

			He glances at his Rolex. ‘Yeah, I guess we might as well get it over with.’

			I suppose that’s better than a refusal, but only marginally. And it’s unfortunate we’re in the shared stadium admin area, instead of the Player Care office in the training ground. Here, the cubicles are all uncomfortably intimate. I manage to find one that’s fractionally larger than the others, and sit at the desk. Hopefully, I don’t look as unenthusiastic as Tony, who’s doing an excellent impression of a teenager en route to detention. Skylar would clearly love to listen in, but Katia pulls her off to help with an unspecified task.

			Tony drags across a chair and slumps down opposite me. He’s heavy enough across the shoulders that standing, it’s easy to underestimate his height. But sprawled out under the desk, his legs are so long that I almost pull back my feet. I’d put money on that being what he’s expecting, me tucking my heels under my chair like a good girl. After all, he has just watched me cower in front of Monica. But Monica pays my wages, and Tony doesn’t. So, if he thinks I’m going to give up my space, he’s very much mistaken.

			That would work better as a rebellious gesture if it didn’t mean that, halfway through the opening sentence of my new-player spiel, the outside of my ankle grazes the inside of his. Tony pulls half his mouth into a closed-lipped smile. I don’t smile and I don’t break eye contact. But I do wait for him to move his foot. He doesn’t. And I’m not going to move mine, because as we’ve already established, why should I? So, while I’m describing all the helpful things my team offer, my heel is up against his trainer. That’s extremely distracting. Although not quite as distracting as noticing Tony’s eyes are the exact same grey that’s on our home kit.

			Under the circumstances, I think I’m really doing quite a good job of being coherent. But I’m clearly not achieving persuasive. Every suggestion I make, Tony shakes his head and alternates between ‘Not necessary’ and a monosyllabic ‘Nah’.

			Eventually, he tilts back on his chair, which at least moves his shoe away from mine. ‘Look, love, I get you’re not paid to know ’bout the football, but you’ve got a rough idea of who I am, right?’

			There’s no way I’m admitting to having watched virtually every match he’s played since hitting the first team at the ridiculously young age of seventeen. ‘I do, yes.’

			He nods slowly, making it clear he’s being patient because I’m obviously intellectually limited. ‘So, you get I’ve played for a couple of other clubs, yeah?’

			‘I am aware of that.’

			He tips his chair forward and leans across the desk towards me. ‘OK. Then maybe you could just take it as read, I know what Player Care’s here for.’

			Everything about him is out to provoke. I make sure to sound ultra-calm. ‘Perhaps you could give me a quick summary? Just to be sure we’re on the same page.’

			He still doesn’t show his teeth when he smiles, but both sides of his mouth are involved this time. ‘Anything I need done that I don’t fancy sorting myself, you girls take care of. Right?’

			I allow myself a small and similarly cold smile in return. ‘No, not exactly.’

			He sits back again, hands stretched behind his head. ‘Go on then, enlighten me.’

			I’m careful to mirror him, leaning deep into my chair. ‘If there’s something a player needs, to help them settle in or to allow them to perform to their full potential, we aim to make that happen. But we’re not personal assistants. Most of what we do, the players aren’t even aware of. And while we do handle requests, within reason, we answer to management.’

			He laughs, though he doesn’t look particularly amused. ‘Is that you making it clear there’s services you don’t offer?’

			I don’t smile this time. And I don’t want him thinking he can make me back away, so I put my elbows on the desk and rest my chin on my hands. ‘No, but you can take it that’s the case.’

			‘You might want to rethink your work outfits then.’

			Despite myself, I glance down. I must have been seriously yanking at my collar when I was shrinking away from Monica, because my shirt has come open at least two buttons too low. There’s a lot of pale skin on show against the bottle-green silk, and Tony must have a clear view of the claret red of my bra. And there’s no way he’s bringing it up to flirt or as a joke. It’s to make me feel ridiculous. Like I’ve done it deliberately, like I’m so deluded, I actually believe he’d look at me twice. And it really stings, so for the first time in the whole conversation, I’m not annoyed, just humiliated. Well, not just humiliated, defeated too. It must be what it’s like for defenders when they realize, as the ball slips past, that Tony’s been ahead of them from the opposite end of the pitch.

			I do the buttons up without looking at him. I’d love to crawl away as quickly as possible, but whatever I said before, signing Tony Garratt is a huge deal for the club. I can’t drop him, even if he is loathsome. I try to make my voice sound like nothing’s happened. ‘The last thing is housing. If you let us know your needs, we can come up with some possibilities. Or we can just set up a rental, if you prefer not to be bothered with it?’

			He looks at me for a long time, his face blank, then runs his fingers through the hair that hasn’t been shaved into his low fade. ‘Nah, it’s all right. I can take care of myself.’

			I give a small shrug, then stand to indicate that we’re done. ‘Well, you know where to come, if that changes.’
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			My feet pound on the treadmill. Usually, I like this bit, when it doesn’t feel like dying any more. But I know my playlist so well, I could rap along if that wasn’t deeply culturally inappropriate. And I’m staring at the white wall of an empty gym, so I’ve got zero distractions from worrying about Tony Garratt.

			We’re only a week into pre-season. Already two of the coaching staff have pulled me aside with concerns Tony isn’t settling. Next time, it’ll be the manager. And just like everyone else on the staff, I adore our manager, who’s a genius and a gentleman. But to say he’s intense is the understatement of the century, and I can’t face a prolonged discussion about Tony. It’s not like I can pretend I don’t see the problem, it’s definitely there.

			Since it’s opening week, I’ve made sure to drift into the first team’s canteen a few times. That way, if there’s something a player needs, they can drop it in among baby photos and holiday stories. Tony never says hello, which is fine by me. What isn’t fine is that he’s always sitting separated off from the team, phone in hand. I can just imagine the look on the manager’s face, like a disappointed deity, if I have to admit I haven’t done anything to fix that.

			It’s not that there’s nothing I could do. Just getting Tony out of the hotel would be a step closer to making Covenly home. And it isn’t that I’m not trying because I don’t like him. My job’s to help, regardless. But he’s made it abundantly clear he doesn’t want my help, and I don’t understand why. Because, once I calmed down, it struck me that our first meeting had actually been quite odd.

			If he was making up that text, why stay angry after Monica left? It would’ve made more sense to make out it was a misunderstanding. Maybe Tony takes a method approach to lying, to the point that he ends up believing his own story. But it seems more likely he really did get a message. And if he did, maybe he’d work with me if I apologized?

			I’m not above saying sorry for a text I didn’t send. If that would smooth things over with Tony, I’d do it in a heartbeat. And yes, I’m aware that sounds pathetic. But it’s incredibly important to the club that Tony’s a success here. Unhappy Tony equals underperforming Tony equals our entire transfer budget wasted. It’s irrelevant that I might, maybe, in the past, have found him the tiniest bit attractive. Even if there was the slightest chance he’d be interested in me, staff contracts have zero-tolerance fraternization clauses. I’d never put my job at risk, not even for a man who reads games like they’re comic books.

			So, if fake apologizing is what’s best for Covenly, I’ll do it. Only, if there was no text, Tony’s going to think I’m crazy. And who wants help from a crazy person?

			I run that round and round, until my brain’s more tired than my legs. As I step off the treadmill, pulling out my earbuds, I turn and jump out of my skin. Because there’s Tony, finishing up on an exercise bike.

			I grab at my throat. ‘Oh God.’

			He dismounts and lolls back against a neighbouring elliptical. ‘Bad as that, is it? Finding yourself in the same room as me?’

			‘No, of course not.’ I gulp in air. ‘Sorry, you startled me. I thought I’d the place to myself.’

			‘So I saw. It’s the norm at this place, is it? The office girls using the first-team gym?’ His tone is sneery, and irritatingly, his breathing is already close to normal.

			‘Um, well, no, not exactly.’ I try to discreetly mop sweat from my face, then make myself look at Tony. ‘Actually, no, it’s absolutely not. I shouldn’t be here. But it was pouring this morning, and I couldn’t face running outside. And the women’s team were already using their space, and …’

			Tony cuts in before I have to forcibly stop myself babbling. ‘Whatever. It don’t bother me one way or the other.’

			I’m practically squirming. ‘But I really shouldn’t be in here. So, if you could keep it to yourself, I’d appreciate it.’

			‘Funnily enough, I’m not too keen on letting on I’m in here a couple of hours before everyone else.’ There’s a closed-mouthed smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. ‘Don’t want no one thinking I’m putting in extra effort. Not when everybody round here knows I’m a washed-out has-been, here to sit out the rest of my career on the bench cos I’ve squandered my talent. Isn’t that right?’

			My eyes widen, like he’s just slapped me. ‘Oh. Tony, I’m so sorry. You heard what I said?’

			‘I could hardly miss it. You wasn’t exactly keeping the volume down.’ In contrast, his voice is quiet, conversational almost, except there’s a hiss to it.

			Professionally, offending the star signing on his first day is by far the worst thing I’ve ever done. For a split second, reaching out and touching his arm feels like the right thing to do, a physical connection to show how sorry I am. Luckily, I manage to stop myself just in time. The first rule of this job is don’t touch the talent. Or, maybe that should be the second rule, after don’t insult them.

			I stare down at my running shoes until I’ve got myself together enough for eye contact. ‘I’m sorry I said it, and even more sorry you heard. It would’ve been unforgivable, even if I meant it. But I obviously don’t.’

			He shakes his head and his voice is dismissive. ‘Forget it. I can’t get too worked up over what the secretary thinks ’bout my stats.’

			I’m definitely still the one in the wrong so I resist the urge to point out I’m not the secretary. ‘Except it’s honestly not what I think. The start of last season, you were on track to hit the year before’s numbers, probably better them.’

			When he smiles this time, his eyes are starting to narrow down. ‘I know everyone goes on ’bout how you keep this place running, but I weren’t aware you ran the numbers and all.’

			‘I don’t. I’m just an enthusiast.’ I open my hands to him. ‘And Tony, that’s why I said what I did. We sold players, good young players, some for less than they’re worth, to buy you.’

			‘And you thought I weren’t taking things serious, yeah?’

			I nod.

			‘And you reckon those kids, they’ll go and do a job for someone else, and the money I bring in won’t be enough to replace ’em?’ He’s gentler now, like he’s genuinely curious.

			I fiddle with the strap of my sports bra. I’m not sure he needs to hear all of what got me so pissed off. I mean, I grew up in my parents’ house. If anyone understands the crushing weight of other people’s expectations, it’s me.

			‘Come on, love. You might as well tell me. It can’t be no worse than what you’ve said already.’ His voice is teasing, but I guess that’s true. Honest has to be better than mean.

			‘It’s not just the money. It’s that some of them have probably made the wrong move. Our academy players who were settled here, building up to something big. One or two of them, they’ll just disappear at new clubs, because they weren’t ready. And if you don’t show up for us, that’ll be for nothing. You know?’

			He nods and his smile has got pillowy soft. ‘Yeah, I do know. And Genie, it’s nice, you caring ’bout that. But that’s sort of why I’m here.’ He screws up his mouth. ‘This, it’s kind of embarrassing.’

			‘Then don’t tell me. It’s not like you owe me an explanation.’

			‘Only maybe I does, cos I was a bit of a dick when I first showed up.’

			I start a polite denial but he laughs and shakes his head.

			‘Nah, I was, no need to pretend otherwise. But what I was going to say was, it’s true, last season went off the rails for me, can’t make out it didn’t. Being injured, it don’t agree with me. Devil makes work for idle hands, and all that.’ He ducks his head for a second. ‘And I had some personal stuff feeding in that I won’t go into. But you’re basically right, I didn’t put in the graft to get back.’ He looks away again, and this time it seems to take effort to look back at me. ‘And I did a bang-up job of blaming everyone else. But when my contract came up for renewal, I had to admit to myself, I’d been going through the motions with the physio and stuff.’

			He stretches back, and it’s like opening his shoulders frees him up, because the words start coming more easily. ‘So, I decided I could go one of two ways. Either exactly what you said, signing for my last big pay-day and go to a club that is known in the market for paying over the odds for a star, even when they’re not who they once was, or come back to a club like where I started. The sort of place where even the girls paid to fetch and carry care if you’re making your fitness targets.’ He shrugs. ‘And here I am.’

			I think I’m forgiven, because everything about him is relaxed now. In fact, lazing back against the handles of the elliptical, he looks like he’d happily spend the rest of the morning chatting in the gym.

			I smile apologetically. ‘Well, we’re very glad you chose us. And my actual job isn’t to fetch and carry, it’s to make you feel welcome. So, even though I’ve obviously made a terrible start, if there’s anything I can do to make settling in easier, please let me know. Or, if you’d rather work with one of the other members of the Player Care team, we can arrange that.’

			He grins, his eyes almost closed this time. ‘As it happens, I can think of a thing or two you could do for me. But maybe we’ll start out small. Like finding a place to live, that’s not gone too well. And I want out of the hotel asap. Do you reckon you could find a few options?’

			I nod, making sure my face doesn’t give away that I caught the innuendo in his opening sentence. Not that he would have meant it. ‘Absolutely. Do you have any specific requirements?’

			‘Nah, not really. Not city centre, though. I want something quiet, reasonably private. If there’s a pool, I’d like that, saves coming in here every time I fancy a swim. Oh, and I’m not like the young kids, I want a kitchen I can actually use from time to time. Other than that, garage, obviously, and that’s about it. I’m not too fussed ’bout nothing else.’

			I give him an air-hostess style smile. ‘That sounds easy enough.’ It actually isn’t. Not the pool anyway, most people round here don’t want the bother. But it’s doable. ‘Shall I send you some possibilities, or would you prefer I do the initial viewings?’

			‘You busy this afternoon?’

			‘Nothing I can’t change,’ I say, managing somehow to hide my surprise.

			‘Then see what you can set up for after training, and we’ll go look at ’em together, OK? I’ll only get lost driving round them little lanes.’

			‘Of course. Come to my office when you’re ready.’

			I start to walk out, anxious to shower and change before anyone else arrives. A little stressed about the time I have to find suitable properties. And if I’m a tiny bit weak at the knees, it’s definitely just glycogen depletion. When I’m halfway through the door, Tony calls, ‘Genie?’

			I look back at him, hoping this isn’t going to be an excessively outlandish house-related requirement. ‘Yes?’

			‘Bit of time on the treadmill suits you. Puts some colour in your cheeks.’ Which doesn’t do justice to the colour that’s actually in them as I head into the changing room, but I have to say, I’m super happy I grabbed my nice workout clothes today.
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			Tony’s pulling up just as I get to the door. These days, most players go for a discreetly luxurious SUV but Tony’s definitely more of a Lambo sort of guy. In red, obviously. Clambering in wearing a pencil skirt might be more challenging than sumo squats, but it’s worth it for the interior, all nude leather and gold. And that’s before you get to the engine, which purrs like a tiger happy to find his steak tastes reassuringly expensive.

			Our training complex is on a busy A-road, and the first few minutes are spent with me giving directions and Tony concentrating on traffic. But once we turn off onto one of the sleepy B-roads that snake across the county, neither of us can pretend driving still requires Tony’s full attention. Since the only things I can think to say are, one, I’m so sorry again, for being appallingly rude, or two, you have by far the most attractive thighs of any man I’ve ever met, it’s quite a relief when Tony takes the conversational initiative.

			‘You wanna drive?’

			‘Thank you, but no.’

			He gives me a quick glance. ‘Honest? I got the idea you was looking at the car with a bit of a hankering.’

			I shake my head. ‘No, I love sports cars in an entirely uneducated way, but only as a passenger.’

			He looks at me again, head on one side. ‘That’s unexpected.’

			‘Why?’

			He shrugs and makes a sideways movement with his mouth. ‘Just I’d got you down as someone who likes being in the driving seat.’

			‘Not at all. I’d much rather be driven.’

			There’s an inadequately concealed smirk. ‘Interesting.’

			I can’t allow myself to get drawn down whatever road he’s heading. Our chat in the gym explained why Tony’s here, but not why, behind his back, the first team are calling him the banana. Given their current enthusiasm for emoji-based rhyming slang, I’m fairly confident that works back to moaner or loner. Either way, it needs fixing, and opening up a bit myself might get him in a confiding mood. I try, ‘I grew up around here. Learning to drive when there might be a tractor lurking around every bend left me pretty traumatized. As far as I’m concerned, it’s the best thing about hiring Skylar, she’s always dying to drive.’ Well, that and how she reliably makes me laugh, which fully compensates for her appalling timekeeping.

			‘She’s the blonde, right? With the tats?’

			It doesn’t surprise me in the least that he’s noticed Skylar. ‘That’s right.’

			‘And the other one, the one that was in the office with you just now, what’s her name?’

			Interest in Kat is equally understandable, but I’m not sure his curiosity bodes well. ‘Katia. She’s LeMar’s girlfriend.’ Hopefully, even Tony can see it’s not a good idea to offend our striker, even if Katia’s personal appearance is every bit as polished as her organizational skills.

			He laughs. ‘Don’t worry. No need to warn me off. She’s a bit young for me.’

			At twenty-one, Katia is only two years younger than Angharad Jones, the beautiful model-cum-influencer Tony was seeing on and off all last year. It would be rude to point that out, so I let the conversation lapse and focus on enjoying the drive. Midshire countryside isn’t ideal for ultra-powerful cars, but with Tony, there’s none of the usual fighting up and down our steep hills. Plus, every time he changes gear, I can’t help noticing he has really nice hands. On the small side, like most players’ hands and feet, but clearly strong.

			Tony leaves it a minute then asks, ‘They’re both local girls and all?’

			‘Katia is. She and LeMar were at school together. She got the job to keep our star striker happy, but turns out she’s fantastic at it. We scouted Skylar from London for the women’s team. But their wages aren’t exactly in line with yours, and Kat and I needed some extra help, so Sky fits in a few hours of player care after training.’

			He nods. ‘So, it’s like your local club then? All of you?’

			‘That’s right, I used to go with my grandfather when I was a child.’

			‘Not your dad?’

			‘No, the sporting gene missed a generation.’ I hope that sounds casual, and doesn’t hint at how deeply my parents disapprove of my job and life choices in general.

			Luckily, if any resentment creeps through, Tony doesn’t seem to notice. ‘And the owner, it’s like a family firm, right?’

			‘Sort of.’ I make a profound effort to give Monica the praise she’s due. ‘Except the whole time her father was in charge, we were a mid-level Championship team. It’s Monica who got us into the Premiership at all, let alone the top four.’

			Tony grimaces. ‘Sort of terrifying, though, isn’t she? Eyes like calculators, that one.’

			I laugh despite myself. ‘Well, you did cost a literal fortune. You can hardly blame her for continuously working out your investment-to-return ratio.’

			‘I’ll be worth it all right.’ Tony winks. ‘It’s a shame though. I’ve not played for a club owned by a woman before and I was quite into the idea. So far, she’s not exactly lived up to expectations.’

			High hedges and twisty turns straighten into stubble fields. Tony grabs his chance to accelerate past a horsebox. While he’s focused on the road, I sneak a glance at his profile, all sloping cheekbones and a long nose that’s been fixed so well, you hardly notice the break. ‘It’s more a board of investors, headed by a chief shareholder, who happens to be a woman. And Tony, I know my professionalism hasn’t been stellar so far, but if you only take one bit of advice from me, don’t do anything other than take Monica very seriously.’

			He makes a sideways sort of smile. ‘Understood.’

			‘Also, don’t make any sort of joke about Monica, or to her. She doesn’t understand them.’

			He laughs good-naturedly. ‘Good to know. But from our first little chat, I’d got the impression you was more likely to be passing stuff up the chain than keeping me out of trouble.’

			‘To Monica, no. My loyalty’s to the manager, no one else.’

			‘I can understand that, cos I’m pretty enthused ’bout working for him and all.’ Tony makes an ironic face. ‘But he don’t pay your wages, does he?’

			‘Except he’s the one keeping us winning, so indirectly, he kind of does.’ My voice starts out stern, but I can’t help adding, ‘And he only listens to what he really needs to hear,’ in a much softer tone.

			Tony nods. ‘Fair enough.’ Then he looks at me full-on, which is slightly terrifying as we’re approaching a ninety-degree bend, and nods again. I’m ridiculously pleased that I seem to have given the right answer.
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			The first house I’ve managed to find is part of a small gated community. We’re just about commuter belt enough to have a few new developments trying to look old, but given away by the shininess of the brick and excessive number of bedrooms. They’re not to my taste, but players often go for the security and comfortingly high-end fittings, so it makes sense to start here. As we pull up on the mustard yellow gravel drive, still damp from this morning’s rain, I start apologizing when there’s no sign of the estate agent.

			Tony waves it away but adds, ‘Do you mind if we get out the car though? I’m a bit stiff.’

			‘Of course. Nothing serious, I hope?’ I try to sound casual, but I’m sure Tony’s more than conscious everyone’s paranoid he’ll pick up another injury.

			He shakes his head. ‘Nah, I just went pretty hard this morning. It’s normal soft tissue stuff, nothing more.’

			Only I can’t help noticing the minute he’s out of the car, Tony’s leaning his weight against the driver’s door. I’d really rather not keep him standing around outside when he’s in discomfort. But peering through the bars of the black metal gate, the estate agent’s car definitely isn’t already inside.

			I have another go at apologizing but Tony yawns and makes the same dismissive gesture with his hand. ‘Don’t worry ’bout it. Having to wait a few minutes’ll give us a chance to clear something up anyhow.’

			I make my face into a polite question.

			He looks me right in the eye. ‘The press conference. I did get a message from the office changing the time.’ His voice isn’t aggressive, but there’s an intensity that’s new.

			‘I thought you might have.’ I’m careful not to break his gaze. ‘But it wasn’t from me.’

			He purses his lips. ‘Yeah, I’ve been thinking maybe it weren’t.’

			‘I promise you, it wasn’t. There are a few of us who may have messaged you about this, just signing off as “Player Care” as we usually do in case texts are coming from different members of the team, but I can’t think who would have done that, or why.’

			Tony nods, still serious. ‘If you say so, that’s good enough for me.’ He looks down and draws a line in the gravel with the toe of his trainer. ‘Since I got here, any time I’ve asked anyone anything, they’ve said go talk to Genie, she’ll sort it. It don’t make sense them being like that if you was the type to get something wrong.’ He shifts his weight, but I think it’s more about being uncomfortable in the conversation than any lingering muscle strain. ‘And I know I got you in trouble with the boss over me being late, and I’m sorry ’bout that. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions.’ When he looks at me, his eyes are scrunched up, he’s so keen to show contrition. ‘It’s just the trust thing, it’s a sore spot, you know?’

			I smile gently. ‘I’ve never met a player where it wasn’t.’

			He half laughs. ‘Yeah, that’s probably true.’ He pulls an uncomfortable face. ‘And I think maybe that’s not all I’ve got to be sorry over. Cos before I left, that first day, I did try to, like, lighten things up. But I don’t reckon it came out as funny as I was hoping.’

			I work to hide how pleased I am. Now, when I daydream about Tony, it needn’t hurt my pride. Which is a relief, the last few days have been agony. ‘Don’t worry about it. I must’ve missed the joke. And Tony, I’m sorry too. I was just as bad, assuming you were making something up to explain your being late.’

			He grins. ‘Yeah, you should’ve realized that weren’t likely.’

			I nod, feeling bad.

			But he crinkles his eyes at me. ‘Funnily enough, first day at a new club, it’s not top of my list, pissing off the best-looking woman in the place.’

			I laugh to hide how taken aback I am. And I admit it, how pleased. Though working with Skylar and Katia makes it obviously untrue, I can tell it’s nicely meant. ‘And you wonder why I might think you’re capable of lying?’

			He laughs too, harder than me. ‘The sad thing is, Genie, you’re only proving you can’t see the truth when it’s in front of you.’ His face changes suddenly back to serious. ‘But joking aside, you were just as bad. You was trying to gloss over it, even when you reckoned I was passing my mistake off onto you.’

			‘Honestly, it’s fine, completely forgotten.’ I frown. ‘Except, it’s odd, don’t you think? Why someone sent that text? You sure it was signed off from Player Care?’

			He shrugs. ‘Maybe. Thinking it over, do you think some journalist, looking to make a story out of me not showing up for the signing photo-op might have been able to hack one of the Player Care phones or something?’

			I shrug. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter now, though I would like to find out who did that.’

			We start making small talk about training and fixtures, but I’m more focused on the journalist idea. It makes sense. Or is that me leaping on an easy way out? I can’t bear to think it was one of my colleagues. Unless maybe I confused one of them? It’s crossed my mind I might have said something confusing to Katia, who genuinely thought the time had changed? Maybe when she found out it hadn’t she was too scared to tell me what she’d done. It’s only the last couple of years that I’ve had anyone to supervise, before that, Player Care was just me. I try to think if there is anyone else who could have sent that text that I could have also confused. The management side I’m not sure is exactly my strong point, so it could be that the whole thing’s my fault. Which is a worry because …

			Tony cuts into the spiral of self-doubt. ‘You all right, Genie? You seem a bit distracted.’

			‘Sorry, yes. Just wondering where the estate agent’s got to.’

			I call their office, and the woman on the end of the phone tries to pretend there’s confusion over the appointment. But whatever other errors I might have made, I can’t believe this is down to me when I only set up the viewing this morning. If it was just my time they were wasting, I could be pleasant about it. But keeping Tony hanging about when he’s tired from training is unforgivable. I make that point quite forcefully. In the end, the receptionist is so desperate to get me off the phone, she provides the codes for the gate and the lockbox.

			Tony holds the front door open and I glance up at him as I walk in. He’s obviously amused.

			‘What?’

			He widens his smile, flashing white teeth. ‘Just you’re a bit of a fierce one, is all.’

			‘That’s why
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