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an ode to all my greatest joys fill your life




Readers are obsessed with . . . 
IN YOUR COURT

‘If you love sports romance, put this at the top of your TBR. It’s an absolute grand slam!’

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘I went in expecting a fun queer sports romance and ended up getting emotionally attached to Matteo and Miles to the point where I genuinely did not want their story to end’

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘I devoured this book, for fans of Heated Rivalry this is the perfect next read for you’

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘Competitive, chaotic, flirty men with emotional baggage? Yeah, I was seated!’

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘I’m officially in my tennis era . . . I laughed, I cried, I swooned, I fanned myself and I just fell in love’

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘For readers who love rivals-to-lovers, sports romance, emotional angst, queer romance and characters who desperately need to communicate. This is your book’

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘Kit Haley, you’ve made me a fan of tennis’

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘Let’s give thanks to Kit Haley for that wet clothes scene IYKYK’

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘In Your Court had me in a daze. I could not stop thinking about Mat & Miles!’

★ ★ ★ ★ ★




PART ONE

FRENCH OPEN SWING

PARIS




One

PEOPLE THINK TENNIS is glamorous. They think of huge crowds at grand slams, of hot men stripping off sweaty shirts, of press conferences, houses in Monte Carlo, and photoshoots for expensive brands. But tennis is really about sweat. Sweat as effort, sweat as an accompaniment to blood and tears, and sweat dripping endlessly from my goddamn brow.

At the other end of the court, Arthur Geroux was faring no better. The sun seemed determined to bake us into the red clay beneath our feet, but with synchronised swipes of our sweat bands, we were ready for the next point. Or at least I was. He kept bouncing the damn ball, on and on for fucking ages before every serve like he needed to get his ten thousand steps in. It was slowly pissing me off.

When he finally served, I slid across the clay and ripped it back full-force, leaving him scrambling.

All right, rapidly pissing me off.

“Fifteen thirty,” the umpire called, and the rowdy crowd didn’t cheer. Over a smattering of polite applause, they waved signs and shouted encouragement to the man across the net as he began his endless ball-bouncing routine again.

It was hot, but it was also the first day of the French Open and the crowd at Roland Garros had a countryman to cheer for, packing our small outer court with French flags and noise. Not that Geroux was a star, just a local wildcard lucky enough to be playing a nobody.

“Fifteen forty.”

You’re not a nobody, Mat, Danny might have chided as I knocked the clay from my shoes, but my coach wasn’t even on the same continent let alone here. Besides, being a nobody was better than the truth. Because to those who had heard of me, I was just that Australian guy who hadn’t made anything of his great potential. The up-and-comer who hadn’t up and come. The rising star who’d sunk. Or to some people just, “hey, isn’t he the gay one?”

“Thirty forty.”

That shit usually made me angry, although today it was this French crowd cheering all my mistakes because each one got their man closer to a win.

That and his damn bouncing.

“Game, Russo. Russo leads four games to two.”

I wiped still more sweat from my brow and prepared to serve, determined not to lose. After all, I had a whole crowd to disappoint.

Mum

Congratulations, love! You played so well! We’re still up if you want to call, but all good if you’re busy xx

Nico

MAT! THAT WAS AWESOME!

Katie Zhang

Second round! Fucking finally. We should celebrate later. You know, so long as it’s not expensive, doesn’t involve going out and I get a good sleep. Haha

THE BUZZ OF winning lasted through my cool-down and into the shower, and might have lasted longer if not for the compulsory press commitments. While most other poorly-ranked players could skate through with just staple questions, I had made myself eternally interesting to a certain kind of journalist.

Stepping into the press room always made me feel slightly ill and today was no exception, my stomach swirling as I headed to the cheap table draped in black. Microphones sat waiting. A few desultory cameras flashed. Part of me wanted to say ‘look, we don’t have to pretend you give a shit about me’, but a deeper part wanted to believe they did.

The chair felt too small, the table too close, the lights too bright. But there was water and soon it would be over.

“Mr Russo,” a journalist said—local by the accent. “This is your first time reaching the second round here at Roland Garros, how does it feel?”

I swallowed a mouthful of water and the observation that it was a stupid question. The chair creaked beneath me. “Yeah, you know, of course I’m disappointed that it’s taken this long, but it’s important to always look forward. I know what I’m capable of and it’s more than I’ve been achieving, so hopefully this is the start of something better.”

Terrible answer. Utterly full of myself. I gulped more water and wished someone would enforce dim lighting and comfortable armchairs in these damn things. The whole room smelled of synthetic carpet and a tangle of overwrought perfumes.

A hand went up. “It must be difficult returning after such a serious accident as you had,” the woman said, brushing aside her fringe with the hand that wasn’t clutching her phone. “Did you ever think about not coming back?”

I took a deep breath and let it out – a rule I enforced whenever someone asked about my accident. It had been over four years and they still couldn’t think of a better question. Although the better question would have been ‘why is your comeback taking so long?’

“No,” I said. “Tennis is my life. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. Of course, there was a time I thought I might not be able to play again, but I never wanted to give up.”

A beat of silence fell as each journalistic mind turned over the potential for yet another piece of inspirational slop, as though my determination was somehow special rather than the result of a mile-wide stubborn streak.

“Matteo,” another said—an Australian from his accent and easy familiarity. “Australian fans have been watching your career since you won the Australian Open junior title, so they’ll be thrilled by this win, especially with so few Aussies in the draw. Any chance of you going all the way?”

Somehow, the questions were getting worse. “There’s always a chance.” I forced a laugh. “The great thing about tennis is that anything can happen. I’m proud of those junior titles, but once you’re on the main tour they don’t mean a lot. So, I’ll just play my best and take it one match at a time.”

“Well, your next match will likely be against Miles Callahan, if he wins today,” a woman said in a tone of faint triumph. “How do you feel about that match up? Last time you met, he knocked you out of Wimbledon, first round.”

I didn’t need the reminder. “Oh, well, yeah.” I coughed out something I hoped sounded like a laugh rather than a hiss of panic, and fell back into trite tennis speak. “Miles is an amazing player and he’s having a great season. He’s always tough to play—was even as a junior—but I’ll just go out there and play my game, and try not to think about who’s on the other side of the net.”

Lies, but they swallowed them because they had to. A few seconds of silence slid from brief reprieve into awkwardness at the speed of collective embarrassment, but before one of the tournament staff could wrap us up and usher me off, another journalist lifted a hand. “Mr Russo, you came out a year after turning pro. How do you think it affected your career?”

“Coming out or being gay?” I asked, forgetting to take a deep breath before replying. “Because I’m pretty sure my dick doesn’t play the tennis.” A few sniggers, likely as much at me as the man asking the apparently evergreen question. “But honestly,” I went on, reining in my temper with an effort. “I hope being open about my sexuality hasn’t affected my career at all, but who knows.”

The feeling in the room tightened as another journalist leaned forward. “Does it bother you that you’re still the only openly gay professional tennis player?”

I shrugged one shoulder, the sudden exhaustion engendered by the question making the other an impossibility. “No? I came out to be true to myself, not to start a flood of admissions. I just hope young players don’t feel pressured to lie like I did as a junior. It’s not a big deal outside tennis, yet for some reason, inside tennis, it is. So, if all I achieve is helping people see that it’s fine, then I’m happy with that.”

More lies, but facing the press wasn’t a good time for introspection.

“Why do you think it’s a big deal inside tennis?”

“Ideas about masculinity?” I said. “Fear of losing sponsors? Inertia? I don’t know. You would have to ask a player who hasn’t come out.”

Seemingly determined to plumb the depths of this problem, the same man asked, “You think there are some?”

“Statistics vary, but somewhere between three and ten percent of men aren’t straight, so you do the math.”

“You don’t think elite tennis might attract a more . . . normal—?”

I was on my feet before I realised anger had won, sending cameras flashing all around me. “Normal? I’m going to pretend you didn’t use that word. But do I think only straight, real men play elite sport? No. Though perhaps such assumptions are what keep people silent. Are we done here?”

Cameras went on flashing, and the silence prickled up my arms and the back of my neck, every shocked, staring face a reminder that I’d stepped outside the role shaped for me. I’d forgotten to stick to trite tennis words and good sportsmanship, forgotten to be grateful and vague and just smile. Now, they were thinking that while the inspiration porn would have been good for clicks, stories about a bitter, gay failure were better. Hopefully, some idiot would smash a racquet into an Escher sketch and shout at an umpire today so I could be forgotten.

With anger cooling into horror, I strode out, needing to find a convenient pillow to stick my head under and scream.

Katie Zhang

Hey, I’m out hitting with Helen but I’ll be back for dinner

No hurry. I’m just laundrying

Oh, did you take the small pile I left near the couch?

Sure did

You’re the best

At laundry

Nope. Too soon after winning for self-deprecation and that’s an order

I LEANED BACK with a hollow laugh and let the ambient noise roll over me, all mechanical whirr and the thump of errant shoes. While most people travelled the world to see the sights, I had become a connoisseur of laundromats. People often asked what Shanghai or Prague or Cancún had been like, and all I could say was whether the courts had been nice and I’d found a laundromat with machines that didn’t squeak.

Paris had pretty good laundromats.

“Uh,” someone said, the single elongated syllable intensely apologetic. I opened my eyes to find a young man with curly dark hair and a cute nose gesturing at my washing machine. Rapid-fire French tripped off his tongue in a way that only made him cuter.

“Je suis désolé,” I tried in my atrocious accent. “Je ne parle pas français. I know how to ask for the bathroom and the laundromat, but that’s about it I’m afraid.”

“Oh, well, your machine has an error.”

I scrambled up, curious gazes flitting my way. “Shit.”

“Yeah, I don’t know why but that one is always a bit . . . uh . . . risky.”

In the way of troubled whitegoods, a mystery error code had appeared on the screen, but when I tried the washer door it was firmly locked. From inside, my tennis shorts pressed against the porthole, trapped. “Shit,” I hissed again, running a hand through my hair. And feeling cursed, I looked around for the customer service number.

“Here.” Cute Nose pulled his phone from a pocket surely too small to fit it. “Let me. They may not be good with English.”

“Oh, uh, thank you.”

Phone already to his ear, the young man just nodded and looked into the middle distance in the way of people on phones everywhere. Barely a minute later, he’d already hung up, sliding it back into the tight shorts. “Someone is coming.”

“Thanks,” I said again, feeling all too like a damsel in distress.

Within a few minutes, a man stepped in off the street trailing muttered French. He threw an apology my way, exchanged a few words with my knight in short shorts, then began the delicate process of fixing the washing machine with a kick. A second kick made the error code disappear and the machine started rumbling, its timer set right back at the beginning.

I groaned, but the proprietor just shot me a shifty glance and hurried off, leaving me to Cute Nose’s pitying look. “It usually only does it once,” he said. “Were you in a hurry?”

“Not exactly.”

The young man shrugged, lips turning into an inviting smile complete with dimples. “Well, I was about to go for a coffee.” He pointed across the road at what looked more like a pub than a café. “Would you like to join me?”

Was that a hint of interest? Or just plain curiosity? I’d been better at telling the difference once. Either way, he was cute enough to take the risk, especially when what I really needed was a few minutes not thinking about tennis.

“Sure,” I said, and held out my hand. “I’m Mat.”

“Arnaud.”

We shook hands, and leaving our machines rumbling, headed out into the humid street. On closer inspection, the place across the road was neither café nor pub but something like a small sports bar with a collection of tables and a large TV. And because I was not allowed to escape, it was showing the tennis or, more accurately, showing Miles Callahan sliding across the clay to reach a frankly ridiculous shot.

My expression must have betrayed me, for as Arnaud chose a table, he said, “You don’t like tennis? It is popular in France while it’s here.”

“But not when it isn’t?” I dropped onto a chair, muscles weary. “It’s the same in Australia. People seem to think the Australian Open is the only tennis tournament all year.”

“Exactly, yes. But you are not a fan? I quite enjoy it myself. The men are . . . very nice to look at.”

Unable to hide my smile, I said, “Oh, tennis and I have a very complicated relationship, but who loves their job all the time?”

He laughed, those dimples back as he pointed toward the TV. “Your job is tennis? No wonder I liked the look of you. Are you here for Roland Garros?”

God, I felt like a bird puffing up its feathers with importance – embarrassing enough without then having to admit I wasn’t even close to the top hundred. “Yeah,” I said. “I played this morning.”

“But if you’re in the French Open, why are you moping around a laundromat?”

“I was not moping!”

“You were extremely moping,” Arnaud said, his eyes alight with laughter as bright as the cheerful chatter dancing around us. “Did you lose?”

“No. Although based on that score—” I jerked my head at the TV. “I’ll be playing him next round.”

Arnaud slapped the table, causing a few people to glance over. “Him? Miles Callahan? How I envy you!”

“Envy?”

“What can I say? He’s gorgeous. And . . .” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “I think maybe he knows how to have a good time.”

Thankfully, a waitress arrived, saving me from having to come up with an answer, and by the time we’d ordered, Arnaud had lost interest in the American superstar on the TV. “So,” he said. “Why did I find a tennis player in a laundromat rather than at Roland Garros?”

“Because even tennis players have to do laundry.”

“You don’t have people who do that for you?”

“Not if you can’t afford to travel with a team. Or stay at a fancy enough hotel.”

An admission certain to rob him of any interest in me, but the desire for people to understand how tennis really worked always won.

Arnaud’s brow wrinkled. “Isn’t the prize millions?”

“For grand slams sure, for the few who can win one. The rest of us make do with quite a lot less. And we pay for almost everything ourselves – coach, physio, airfares, accommodation, food, health insurance, gear if you don’t have a sponsor. So if you don’t have a rich family, it can be—” I stopped, forcing a laugh. “You know what? Let’s not talk about it. Why were you at the laundromat?”

“That’s a much easier answer.” His grimace was apologetic. “My apartment doesn’t have a laundry.”

Our drinks arrived, his an espresso, mine a black tea because I’d kicked my coffee habit when I couldn’t fit it into my budget. On the TV, the camera was lingering on a close-up of Miles’s face as he towelled it dry.

“See? Gorgeous. Look at that jaw,” Arnaud said, turning in his chair. “He was on the cover of L’officiel a few months ago. He has, uh, how do you say . . . come-fuck-me eyes.”

I heard the words but was caught watching as Hernandez served onto the line yet somehow Miles still reached it, turning all that power back with a blistering cross-court forehand. Hernandez returned it even harder, but when Miles was switched on, he was like a wall.

“Will you beat him?” Arnaud asked when I brought my attention back from the TV.

“Hard to believe, but I’ve beaten him before. A few times.” I forced a self-deprecating smile that hurt more than expected. “When we were juniors though. I beat him for both the Australian and the US Open title.”

Arnaud lowered his cup so fast he lost a splash of coffee over the side. “You won the US Open? And the Australian Open?”

“Just the junior titles, but yeah.”

“Don’t say it like it’s nothing! It’s very impressive. And perhaps you will beat him again.” He tilted his head toward the TV, where Miles had just dropped into his courtside chair, towel in hand, long legs spread wide. “Either way, I will enjoy the show. Two gorgeous men duelling it out is better than just one. You will make a very nice pair.”

My first reaction ought to have been gratification. Instead, it was horror at being coupled with Miles Callahan. We’d come through juniors at the same time, and though we’d never been friends, there had been a deeply embarrassing couple of weeks at a training camp when my horny teenage dick had been painfully obsessed – a fact I would take to my grave.

“I’ll do my best to make it a long match then, just for you,” I said, lifting my cup in salute.

“Ah, yes please. Many shirt changes.”

Rather than explain why I never changed my shirt on court, I changed the subject by asking him about Paris, and we spent the rest of our drinks talking about the city, Miles Callahan forgotten.

When we returned to the laundromat, my machine had completed its cycle, and while I separated out everything that couldn’t go in the dryer, Arnaud emptied his dry clothes into a patterned laundry bag. Amid the lingering scent of warm sheets, he leaned against the machines and watched me.

“I don’t know what tennis players do after wins other than laundry,” he said, flicking dark hair out of his face and smiling down at me. “But if you’re free, you could come over tonight.”

I had been trying not to think about the possibility he would ask while absolutely thinking about the possibility he would ask. At eye height now, his tight little shorts left nothing to the imagination, yet my imagination sped away all the same, filling the evening with the sight of him kneeling in front of me, as well as not one but two glorious and much needed fucks.

He lifted a questioning brow. “Well?”

“YOU SAID WHAT?” Katie stopped throwing things out of her tennis bag to stare at me.

“I said no, and maybe another time, and we exchanged numbers,” I repeated and set her clean clothes beside her.

Katie pinched the bridge of her nose. We’d travelled together often enough that I hadn’t spared her any details, and now she didn’t spare me her withering look. “But why?”

“Because random hookups with cute French guys is only for players who can afford good food and personal trainers, or at least to have their fucking coach travel with them. I need to eat and rest and focus on the next match or I’ll never be one of those players.”

Halfway through my speech, Katie had rolled her eyes. By the end, she grimaced and went back to sorting her bag. “I know, but you also have to live, Mat. And who knows, he might have fed you afterwards.”

“I am not going whoring just for pity food.”

“Whoring makes it sound like you wouldn’t have thoroughly enjoyed it. How cute was he again?”

I groaned and dropped into the scratchy armchair. “Very. And he was keen on me despite my rant about tennis expenses.”

“So not very clever then.”

“Hey!”

She caught the cushion I threw at her, which didn’t interrupt her snigger for even a second. “All right, all right,” she laughed. “But maybe a little less woe-is-me, huh? At least until we both lose. For now, I’m feeling really good about my match tomorrow, and you’re in the second round. That’s a first and it’s huge.”

I didn’t point out that in the season before my accident, I’d gotten to the third round or better at every slam but the French, because she had never known that Matteo Russo. The one who had, for a brief moment, actually seemed capable of living up to the potential everyone had seen in him. Instead, I sighed, envying her ability to live in the moment. “It is huge,” I said. “And the money takes a lot of pressure off the rest of the year. You know what? I’m ordering us food. People who win matches at the French Open shouldn’t have to boil up rice and beans. There’s probably a police department in France that arrests people for such crimes against food.”

“Oh, I can help if—”

“No. Until you get paid as much for winning matches, I get the food. So shush and see if the night session has started.”

While I pulled out my phone, Katie turned on the TV to find them filling time with a highlight reel from the day’s play. The commentary rolled by in French over the ever-present sound of the tiny kitchen sink dripping, and the chatter echoing up from the restaurant below. And then because I just couldn’t escape him today, they ended on a clip of Miles Callahan’s press conference. He looked far more at home behind that table than I had felt, though he tapped one finger impatiently like the whole thing was a waste of his time. Come-fuck-me eyes, Arnaud had said. Right now, they just looked bored.

A mumbled question, barely caught by one of the micro-phones, and Callahan nodded. “Yeah, it was a challenging match. Adán played great, but I felt really good out there – definitely found some of my best tennis. Hopefully, it’ll last through the rest of the tournament. Wouldn’t want to peak too soon.”

He had an easy smile, and muffled laughter sounded as I scrolled food options, trying to brain through translating French into English and euros into dollars as I went.

“Russo, yeah,” Callahan said, the sound of my surname making me flinch. “It’s been a couple of years since we last played, but he was the star of the junior tour when—”

“We played year before last at Wimbledon, you shit,” I grumbled.

“He said a couple of years,” Katie pointed out.

“A couple is two, that’s not two years ago.”

“One year and eleven months is close enough!”

“Close enough is not good enough in this game.”

Katie rolled her eyes. “He was saying nice things about you.”

“Of course he was, that’s what we all have to do in press conferences. Talk the tennis talk, thank everyone, and don’t be up yourself. Beef or chicken?”

“Hmmm . . . beef.”

“—to worry about, no.” For some reason, Miles was still talking, though he’d dialled his boredom up a notch.

Before I could ask Katie to mute the TV, the coverage cut back to the presenter. I couldn’t understand a word he said, but he must have been talking about Callahan’s upcoming match, for my name tripped off his tongue – facing the world number four at a grand slam a sure way to earn a sliver of spotlight.

Which meant the timing of my outburst to the press couldn’t have been worse. A clip of it played as they went on talking, the word ‘gay’ recognisable amid the French. I had time only for my stomach to lurch sickeningly at the sight of my own scowl before they cut away again.

“You didn’t tell me about that,” Katie said.

“What’s there to say about it?” I glared at my phone, determinedly adding extra sides despite the rising cost and the familiar panic bubbling in my gut. “They ask stupid questions, they get stupid answers.”

Katie said nothing, and it wasn’t until I’d finished the purchase that I found she’d picked up her own phone and was slowly scrolling. “Have you looked online since?” she asked.

“No?” I watched her, wary. “I know better than that. And please don’t tell me what people are saying about it, I don’t want to know.”

“Not even if it’s supportive?”

“Not even if it’s supportive, because for every person who thinks I’m right there’s always another saying they don’t see why it matters, or telling me to focus on tennis instead of politics, or saying they really don’t want to think about where I stick my dick. And those are just the ones without slurs. So, no thanks, I’m good. I’d rather pretend no one saw it.”

“Fuck them,” she said, setting her phone down. “You should invite the cute French guy to sit in your box next match and really give them something to talk about.”

I dropped my phone on the table. “But I don’t want them to talk about anything except my tennis. I don’t want to be just That Gay Player forever.”

She shot me a look, but the TV coverage chose that moment to start a replay of the earlier match between Louise Fosse and Berenice Silvestri, and I sensed escape.

“Oh nice,” Katie said. “Berenice has such a good game.”

“You mean you like it when the camera gets close to her arse.”

“Shhh,” she hissed, settling on the floor to stretch. “It’s the same thing and you know it.”

PLAYING ONE’S BEST needed not only good food and training, but also good sleep. Food could be bought, but despite turning in early, I lay awake staring at the strange ceiling. Having a different ceiling to stare at every week was as much a part of tennis as the sweat, yet I still hated it. And someone down the hall was having a party. Loud music vibrated through the walls, and imagining smashing their sound system wasn’t helping me get to sleep. Nor was thinking that wherever Miles Callahan was staying, he wouldn’t be kept up by loud music. God, the man was infuriating. Come-fuck-me eyes? More like come-punch-me face. He could talk the humble tennis talk as well as anyone, but unlike most, it failed to fully paper over the insufferable size of his ego.

What I wouldn’t give to send him packing in the second round of a grand slam, and wipe that self-satisfied smile from his face.




Two

WE LEFT THE apartment early the next day, having booked a session on one of the outside practice courts. The park at Roland Garros was humming when we arrived, fans already gathering for the day’s play, though no one looked twice at us as we made our way through the crowd. Clay crunched as we stepped onto our designated court and dropped our bags.

“Let’s keep the warm-up quick, I want to practice my slice,” Katie said, grabbing a racquet from her bag and heading for the baseline.

Worn out from the previous day’s match, three qualifying rounds and the worst sleep I’d had since arriving, it took a while to find my usual rhythm. For some people, competition was everything, but I had always loved training almost as much, loved drills and morning runs and aiming for my spots on an empty court. It cleared my mind of every other thought.

While Katie and I worked, early spectators wandered by, sometimes stopping to watch for a few minutes before walking on. Yet as the hour drained, the noise steadily rose, the audience around our court growing from a smattering of onlookers to a thick crowd. Mildly curious who had booked the court next, I glanced around and caught sight of Miles fucking Callahan, curse I could not shake, trailing members of his sizeable entourage and a trio of security guards – two of whom had to wade through the crowd carving him a path. Not that he seemed to mind the attention, pausing at the gate to sign tennis balls and autograph books. He posed for selfies too, plying that easy smile like it was just another well-practiced shot.

“Mat?”

I turned to find Katie gesturing that she was done. We had a few minutes left, though it didn’t feel like it with Callahan’s team already on the court opening their bags.

Determined not to be bullied out of the way, I took my time serving my last few balls before joining Katie near the fence. “I think I’ll head to the gym for a bit,” she said, bag already over her shoulder. “Keep my legs moving. Might see you for lunch?”

“Sure.” I started packing away my racquets. “And if for some reason I miss you before your match, good luck, huh?”

“Yeah.” She hitched up a determined smile. “Catch you later.” And dodging Callahan’s coaching team, she slipped out the gate and away through the crowd.

Miles had finally extricated himself from his fans and was now taking out a racquet, which at least meant I wouldn’t have to push past him as I made my escape. I shoved my last racquet away and pulled the zips, swinging my bag onto my shoulder as a footstep scuffed beside me.

“Morning, Russo. A day earlier than I was expecting to see you, too.”

I looked up to Callahan’s amused smile. And it was up – a rare thing at six foot two to have to look up to anyone, but three inches had always made far too much difference. “Callahan,” I said. “You could have avoided that by booking a different court.”

“And here I thought you could do with some good press after yesterday.”

“Oh, so this is a pity chat? Fuck off, Miles.”

“So happy to see me!” For a moment, he smiled like he’d unexpectedly run into an old friend, before folding his arms and letting that smile slip into a smirk. “Are you hoping tomorrow will be just like old times? You know, instead of recent times. Did you even win a set off me last match?”

The urge to punch him was strong, but somehow, I restrained myself. Annoyingly, Arnaud had been right. Miles was, objectively, gorgeous. He was a graceful, long-limbed six-foot-five made of lithe muscle, with a jawline worth killing for. Add a light, infectious smile, thick brows and an untamed crop of dark-blond hair that gave him the vibe of a tortured poet, and he may as well have been drawn directly from a secret folder deep in my brain labelled Everything Mat Finds Hot.

Another truth I would take to my grave.

I forced a dismissive shrug. “I’m still the only one standing here who’s lifted a grand slam trophy. Two, in fact! While you were just my runner-up.”

He couldn’t hide the flash of irritation, but managed his own light shrug. “And yet I turned out better.”

“Better? Bullshit. You just have more money.”

Callahan rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on, money doesn’t buy wins.”

“No, it just buys you a coach and a trainer and a physio to travel everywhere with you, and what does that guy do?” I pointed to a member of his team I didn’t recognise. “Is he your hairdresser?”

“Funny.”

His coach stood waiting at the other end of the court, arms folded. Leo Mannering was famous for having coached at least three past world number ones, and while Miles hadn’t gotten there yet, it seemed only a matter of time.

“Boss is getting impatient,” I said, nodding toward the man. “Though you muscled in on a bunch of my time already.”

“He’s not my boss,” he growled and it was nice to have hit a nerve. Perhaps Mannering’s reputation for being a hard taskmaster was well-founded, or perhaps there was trouble in paradise.

Either way, I felt a little sorry for making him scowl with so many fans watching, and said, “Sure looks like he wants to be.”

“Now that’s true.” He breathed out a soft laugh and threw a sidelong glance toward his coach. “Best described as a grumpy old shit, if I’m honest.”

The unexpected admission drew a laugh from me, and for a moment his lips twitched into that infectious smile. But only for a moment, before it once again twisted into a smirk and he stepped back. “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow. Another chance to find out which of us actually turned out better. Although I already know how it’ll go.”

Without giving me time to reply, he strode off leaving me seething.

KATIE DIDN’T WIN. Such was tennis, and she soon spun her frustration into fresh energy and spent the evening alternately packing and negotiating travel plans with her coach.

I sat slumped on the couch, trying not to let doubt eat me alive. After my run-in with Callahan, I was more determined than ever to beat him. Not just because he’d pissed me off, but because winning meant more money and double the ranking points. Winning could make this the season I finally made my comeback.

When it was late enough for my coach to be awake on the other side of the world, I called him. “Hey, Danny,” I said, lying on the couch and staring up at the stained ceiling.

“Hey, Mat, pulled up well?”

“Yeah, I’m feeling good. Physically at least.”

“Physically has always been your forte,” he returned with a faint laugh. Injuries were common in tennis, but my accident aside, I’d been lucky so far. It wouldn’t last. Not the way I had to travel. “So,” Danny went on. “Tell me your thoughts about Callahan.”

That he’s an irritating shit? “I don’t know,” I said aloud, heaving a sigh.

“Come on, you know his game. You’ve beaten him before.”

“Years ago.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Kind of does, I wanted to say, but didn’t. “He’s got a big serve. Long reach. You can never count him out of points. Good touch at the net, too, damn him. He can do everything.”

“Right, people think he’s a flashy player because he’s got a big serve, but no. Callahan is methodical. He plans and he executes, finds your weakness then exploits the shit out of it. Do you remember that training camp he came out here for? You two were what? Fifteen? And there was Brad Tindale, sixteen going on twenty-six, wiping everyone off the court. Callahan was the only one who beat him, because he saw a weakness no one else did.” Danny laughed. “While Brad got nowhere because he was so used to winning easily that he never developed the ability to problem solve.”

“What’s my weakness?”

Silence hung on the end of the line until, eventually, Danny admitted, “I don’t know. Not that you don’t have any, but you were the only player he couldn’t beat back then, which means he never found one he could consistently exploit.”

“Well, he can beat me now, so he must have figured one out.”

“Then we try to exploit his.”

We talked for a while, my confidence fluctuating as we went over a game plan that, at least on paper, sounded like it might work.

When I hung up, Katie was waiting. “I’m off to bed, since I have to fly out early,” she said, giving me hug. “I hope you’ll be sticking around for longer.”

I grimaced, caught between determined confidence and tenacious pessimism. “I’ll do my best.”

“Which is all we can ever do. But, Mat? I know you can win.” She squeezed my shoulder. “Give it your all. And whatever happens, I’ll see you in London.”

I WAS A fighter on the tennis court, but giving it my all rarely seemed enough these days. And because I was playing the world number four, whatever happened would take place in front of an enormous crowd and be televised live across the world, giving me the chance not only to fail, but to fail spectacularly.

Callahan was already in the plush waiting area at Court Philippe Chatrier when I arrived, slowly pacing back and forth, headphones on. He nodded at the sight of me, a tiny, amused smile flickering on his lips. He looked comfortable, untroubled by either the big venue or the occasion, and in a small knot at the end of the hallway his team chatted amongst themselves – support I lacked as I waited alone, tense and grim. A pair of eels seemed to be wrestling in my stomach.

When the tournament staff gestured me into position, I desperately wanted to hit pause so I could remember how to breathe, but the noise of the crowd was like a riptide and I could not escape. Time spun on, slipping from my hold. It seemed barely a second before an announcer Frenched his way through an introduction and I had to tear my feet from the carpet and walk, heart thudding like a drum.

“Représentant l’Australie, Matteo Russo!”

I stepped out as applause rang through the stadium, the crowd so large that even the mildest cheer thundered. It shivered through me, the atmosphere intense. Crushing. I lifted a hand in acknowledgement, though every movement felt like it was being made by someone else.

Get a grip, I told myself as I walked to my chair. This isn’t new, you’ve done this before. Lots of times. And I had, but not on centre court at Roland Garros. And nothing this big for years. And this one mattered. I needed the ranking points. Needed the money. Needed to prove I wasn’t just the gay disappointment.

As I set my bag down, Callahan stepped out and the roar that met his arrival could have shaken leaves off their trees. I forced myself to focus on my preparations—water, racquet, towels, electrolytes—trying not to think about how many people were watching, or who I was facing, and failing at both.

You’ve played him before. You’ve beaten him before – words I needed to hold like a shield.

I was at the net before him. A grim smile to the waiting umpire, and I jogged on the spot, warming up while Callahan took his time organising his towels and drinks. Eventually, he took off his headphones and strolled out to join us.

“All right, same as before,” the umpire said, beginning his run through of the match conditions. Line calling system, towel boxes, video review requests – the words washed over me, all meaningless, until he held out a coin to Miles. “Heads or tails?”

With a shake of his head and a nod my way, Miles passed. It was a simple act of sportsmanship, but it pissed me off – he a man with plenty throwing me crumbs because it made no difference. He was going to win either way.

“Heads,” I said, and the coin went up.

The umpire bent over as it landed. “Tails.” He looked to Callahan. “Serve or receive?”

“Receive.”

“All right, a photo that side, then this side please.”

The chair umpire stepped back, leaving us to pose for the pre-match photo. We turned shoulder to shoulder, and Miles’s fingers lightly brushed my back as I forced a smile.

“Good luck,” he murmured as we turned the other way to pose again for the faceless cameras. “You’re going to need it.”

“Fuck off,” I hissed back.

Callahan shrugged as he stepped away, his grin lacking all humour. “May the best man win.”

I ESCAPED THE court as fast as I could, thoughts spinning into a panicked tangle. Fuck. I wanted to scream, an instinct stayed only because cameras would still be on me. Fuck! Fuck!

The first set had gone exactly as anyone would have predicted. Callahan was a force and my game plan had failed. He’d seen everything coming. But while losing was one thing, losing to him was quite another, so when, at the start of the second set, he’d smiled at me like he was humouring a child, my chest had flooded with fury. I had been the better junior. I had been called world number one in waiting. I had won the junior slams and risen through the pro ranks. And then with a screech of tyres and a shattering of glass it had all been over. The career that ought to have been mine had become his.

For half a set that fury had fuelled me and I’d had him. I’d broken his serve. I’d held with ease. I’d felt the energy in the crowd shift—the excitement of an underdog putting up a fight—but anger was a terrible motivator, unstable and exhausting, and by the end of the set my fears had crashed back in and I’d fucked it all up. The third set had just been embarrassing.

Now, I was half sweat and half shakes as I sped into the locker room. I skipped my cool-down and went straight to the shower, wanting nothing but to get out of there as fast as possible. The hot water helped, taking the edge off my tension and sluicing off the sweat, but as it washed down the drain like any chance for those ranking points, I was left with a heavy, bitter disappointment.

I had dried and dressed and was shoving everything into my bag when Callahan walked in. He’d had to stick around for his on-court interview and hadn’t even changed his sweat-laden shirt, and it pissed me off that it only made him hotter.

“You going to admit it now?” he said, dropping his bags.

“Admit what?”

“That I’m better than you.”

I snorted, pulling my gaze from the way his shirt clung. “Still just richer.”

Scowl fixed, he stalked toward me, all sweat and muscle. His infuriating extra three inches made him imposing at the other end of a tennis court, but even more when he stood close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off his body. Those inches forced me to look up, too, such that I felt like a mulish child as I lifted my chin to meet his glare.

“You’re such a bitter shit, Russo,” he said, his upper lip curling into a sneer. “It just eats you up that you never made that comeback, doesn’t it?”

“You have no idea,” I laughed, too raw to pretend. “But that doesn’t make it untrue that you have all the help in the world. When I broke your serve in the second, you had a whole fucking team to give you advice between games, and what did I have, huh?”

His scowl darkened. “You make it sound like I rely on them, like they’re the reason I’m here, but they’re not. I have worked so hard to get where I am.”

“No, you haven’t, because you don’t know what hard work is. You’ve never had to train on your own, never had to travel twice as far from shitty apartments where you don’t sleep because of the noise, never had to drag your own fucking laundry around Paris and live on rice and beans because buying meat could leave you unable to afford your next fucking airfare. So, don’t you dare talk to me about working hard. You couldn’t even play the way I’ve had to. I’ve earned every moment of my success, but you are nothing without your team. And your bank account.”

I shoved him out of my face, but before I could walk away, his hand closed around my arm, each finger as hot as a branding iron on my bare skin.

“I could play just as well on my own,” he said, bending close. “You know I could.”

“Then do without them,” I snapped back. “Try spending only what I can and see how far you fall.”

Callahan’s dark gaze flicked from one of my eyes to the other, his jaw hardening like he’d gritted his teeth – a look I’d seen dozens of times when he had to dig deep during matches, refusing to give up. But instead of lifting his chin for the fight, he looked away.

“Didn’t think so,” I said, the triumph tasting sour. “You’re a coward, Callahan, just like everyone else.” I nodded toward the empty locker room behind him. “And now you should probably let me go before someone walks in and gets the wrong idea. I don’t think you could handle the talk. Gayness is so contagious, don’t you know?”

I glared the challenge up into his face, leaving a frown carving a deep cleft between his brows. With his height and his proximity, he loomed over me, all lithe muscle and drying sweat. His cheeks were still flushed from the heat and he looked like he hadn’t shaved for a few days, leaving short hair darkening his jaw and upper lip – a look frustratingly designed to bypass even what remained of my unspent anger and start sliding heat directly to my groin.

He needed to move. Why didn’t he move? The chance to retort had come and gone and if he was thinking about coming out with some pitying bullshit about being sorry my life was so hard, I was going to punch him.

“Miles?”

He let go, stepping back and pushing me away in one hasty movement as a member of his team walked in looking ridiculous in his sponsor-emblazoned shirt. “Here, Tarelli,” Miles said. “We’ve just been discussing the match.”

The man—Tarelli, apparently—shot me a suspicious look, but said, “Cool-down and stretching, then discussions, yeah?”

“Yeah. I’m coming,” Callahan said, and with a last searing glance my way, was gone.




PART TWO

WIMBLEDON SWING

NOTTINGHAM - LONDON




Three

IN TENNIS, ALMOST everyone loses. Dozens of players fly in for a tournament and all but one will lose and fly out, off to repeat the process at next week’s tournament. We were all used to it; the high of winning matches along the way what we chased, and the bigger the win, the better.

Unfortunately, Nottingham was not Paris – the high of winning my first-round match at the Nottingham Challenger nothing like my win against Geroux, at a grand slam with the whole French crowd against me. But it was still a win, and that was never nothing even when it felt like nothing. And at least if I lost in the next round, it wouldn’t feel as bad as losing to Miles Callahan on centre court with the whole world watching.

He’d made it to the quarter-finals while I had left Paris behind. Thinking about how differently things might have gone wasn’t going to help, but knowing that never stopped me.

I pedalled harder, ignoring the bustle around me. Player gyms were always busy at the start of tournaments, like the break room at an office job. I’d shoved my headphones on to watch a video Dad had sent about the critically-endangered swift parrot, because while I had no great interest in parrots, swift or otherwise, this was just how he communicated.

Halfway through a description of mating habits, a text notification appeared at the top of my screen.

Scrunchie

you’re going to wimbledon, right?

I tapped the message, abruptly cutting off the video. Gym sounds returned around me, muffled by headphones and confusion. Who the fuck was Scrunchie? The only other message from them had been nine years earlier, and just said: my number.

Legs still mindlessly spinning on the bike, I typed back: Who is this? and waited. The clock on the bike counted up, each second seemingly an age before the answer came.

you didn’t save my number? asshole

Then: it’s miles

My rhythm faltered, momentum all that kept the pedals turning for the few seconds in which I froze. I could remember him asking for my number at that training camp. Could even stretch my memory to him having texted so I would have his. But I could not for the life of me recall why I had labelled him Scrunchie in my contact list. I considered informing him that I had indeed saved his number, just not under his name. Instead, I frowned at my phone and wondered what the fuck he wanted.

callahan, a fresh message added when I didn’t reply.

world number 4

we played rg a couple of weeks ago

i won

I rolled my eyes and sped to my previous pace on the bike. I know who you are. What do you want?

to know if you’re going to wimbledon

Why? I typed back.

cos i need to know how much i can spend on this swing, you dick

There was no way he would actually attempt to play on my budget, but it might humble him to know how tight it was, so I pulled up my spreadsheet and took a screenshot.

Here, I typed back, attaching the picture. I work in Australian dollars but I’m sure you can spare one of your five trainers to look up the conversion.

I waited. No reply came. I set my phone down, and the realisation that I had just sent Miles Callahan my UK budget slowly crept over me.

“Fuck,” I whispered, and slammed the pedals to a halt. Leaping off the bike, I grabbed my phone and thumbed to my endless conversation with Katie. I just sent Miles Callahan my UK budget. Please tell me there’s a god of idiots who will avenge me when I die of embarrassment.

While I waited for a reply, I strode out into the late afternoon sunshine. Or at least what passed for sunshine in England. A security guard watched, blank-faced, while the distant hum of the tournament happened to other people.

Katie called.

“Kaolemos,” she said in greeting, the sound of wind crackling down the line. “Ancient Greek personification of stupidity. Though whether he would avenge you is a whole other question. Dare I ask why you sent it to him? I didn’t know you two talked.”

“We don’t,” I said, long strides taking me to the end of the building and back. “I gave him my number years ago and now this.”

“What is this?”

I hadn’t told her about my run-in with Callahan because it was easier to let hurts scab than pick at them, so as I paced alongside the tournament office, providing entertainment for the world’s most bored security guard, I explained how I had told Miles exactly what I thought of his hard work.

“Ouch,” Katie said when I finished. “Maybe he’s taking up the challenge.”

“Miles Callahan is not going to risk his ranking just because I called him a coward.”

“You never know, he might.”

“He won’t. Which means I’ve just embarrassed myself for nothing.”

The phone crackled like she’d swapped it to her other ear. “What’re you worried he’ll do? Post it on his socials? You know, he’s not actually a dick from all I’ve heard.”

“He’ll probably laugh about it with his team. Like I need another reason for the whole tour to whisper behind their hands about me.”

“Do try not to panic, Mat,” Katie sighed. “It’ll probably just make him feel bad, right? At least for a few seconds – long enough to remember to thank some service staff. Really, you’re doing the world a favour.”

I laughed, some of the tension loosening in my chest. “And if he shares it on his socials, you’ll call your pal Koala-lemons to avenge me?”

“Koalemos. And yes. I’ll avenge you.”

We chatted for a while longer, about her cursed journey to Ilkley and my win, before confirming our London plans and hanging up. As I headed back, my phone vibrated.

where the fuck you stay for that little?

Because apparently, he hadn’t tortured me enough. I thought about not replying, but my budget was just a fact of life for players outside the top hundred who didn’t have rich parents, so if he was going to play this game then I would play along.

I’m staying here, I wrote back, adding a link to the dinky apartment block. Katie’s covering half.

i don’t have a katie, he replied before I’d made it back to the gym.

Pity. She’s pretty great.

not answering my question

You didn’t ask one. I slumped down beside my bag and leaned against the wall. You know I’m busy, right?

sure

Silence. I dropped the phone and tried to focus on stretching rather than imagining Miles hastily trying to organise his own cheap accommodation, as amusing as it was. I failed, and when the phone vibrated again, I immediately looked up.

i’m just going to pretend i have a katie

I didn’t answer. For all his questions, the chances he was serious were vanishingly slim and I couldn’t afford to waste time thinking about it.

A whole hour passed without another message, then when I was leaving the tournament grounds for the day, he said: outside the pickup range? seriously?

I shoved the phone into my bag and didn’t take it out again until I was back in my room, had showered and heated up food.

mat?



mat how tf you get in from there?



mat!

Fucking chill! I manage, all right? I wrote back, shoving dried-out microwave dinner into my mouth. There’s a court and a gym nearby. And taxis. I’m sure you’ve heard of those.

yeah i figured that out

Then stop bugging me and piss off

too late

I stared at the screen, but no further message came. Not then, not after I’d finished eating, not even while I scrolled through his social media for some hint of where he was. His last post was from Paris, but a quick search found he’d pulled out of the Stuttgart Open. Next on his calendar was the Queen’s Club Championships—the precursor to Wimbledon—which meant he was probably on his way to London.

London, where he absolutely wouldn’t be staying anywhere but in a very fine hotel close to the tournament.

THE MACHINE LAUNCHED another ball with a thwump and I ripped it back, sending it slamming into the wire fence around the edge of the court. I’d been drilling for an hour and my mood wasn’t improving. With each ball, I tried to imagine I was smashing my doubts one by one, but the chant of them only grew louder.

You were never cut out to be pro. You should never have come out. Hard work isn’t enough. You’re wasting your time. Even if you get somewhere, you’ll just have another accident.

Losing was getting harder. It was just part of tennis, even for the world number one, but a loss on the back of many wins was easier to swallow. After four years, my losses were stacking up like straws on the proverbial camel’s back and I wasn’t sure how long I had until I broke.

I had fucked up my second match in Nottingham. Had choked, every shot sailing long and pulling wide like in that final set against Miles, leaving my whole career flashing before my eyes. I seemed destined to keep making the same mistakes and couldn’t let it go. Now, I had ten days until the start of Wimbledon’s qualifying rounds, and I needed to be ready.

By the time I called it quits, I was sweating a river. Thankfully, it wasn’t far back to the apartment, and while I walked, I sent my coach the videos I’d taken so he could tell me what I was doing wrong.

The apartment Katie and I had taken in London was tiny – two cramped bedrooms with faded wallpaper, a bathroom the size of a cupboard, and a central lounge with a brown laminate kitchenette. For now, I had the space to myself, and so dropped my bag in the middle of the lounge room’s worn carpet. As I pulled off my shoes, my phone buzzed.

Scrunchie

guess i have a katie after all

He’d attached a picture of a scruffy grey cat curled up in a bolt of sunshine.

Cute, but I bet mine is a better hitting partner, I wrote back, before dropping my phone on the bench and heading for the shower.

When I eventually dragged myself back out, my phone was vibrating. It stopped as I snatched it up, the screen registering a missed call from Miles and several messages.

where are you



mat?



mat!



fuck you’re so bad at this

Chest tightening, I typed back, I was in the shower! What do you want?

oh you’re in? good. be right there

My heart leapt into my throat. What do you mean?

Seconds stretched by containing only the rapid tattoo of my heart and the hum of the terrible fridge struggling to do its job.

Miles? Wtf are you talking about?

Nothing. And as I stared at the picture he’d sent, I realised I had not only told him where he could stay for cheap, but that the carpet beneath the grey cat looked suspiciously like the hideous beige pile in which my bare feet were currently planted.

“Fuck!”

I sped to my room and threw off my towel. Deodorant, underwear, shorts – god, there had to be a pair that weren’t in the laundry pile. A knock sounded on the apartment door and I spun, panic mounting, and had to give myself a mental shake. He could wait until I’d found clothes.

A second knock came as I rifled through my stack of T-shirts. “Hold on, I’m coming!” I called out, snatching one up. I opened the door as I pulled it on, and there in the narrow, badly-lit hallway, stood Miles Callahan, managing to look both thoroughly out of place and perfectly confident at the same time. He had a bag slung over one shoulder and a grin that wasn’t entirely friendly.

“What are you doing here?” I said, not inviting him in.

“Nice to see you too, Matteo.” He hoisted the bag off his shoulder and dropped it at my feet. “There’s no laundry service. What am I supposed to do with this?”

It was a stupid question, the answer both obvious and also not my problem, yet a different kind of shock sped its response to my tongue. “Are you seriously staying here?”

Miles frowned, his shoulders slightly hunched as though his six-foot-five frame took him uncomfortably close to the ceiling. “Yes?” he said, the word a snap. “I thought maybe you’d figured that out. It seemed a waste of time to look for somewhere better for the same price, since if there was such a place, you’d be there.”

Before I could articulate my next question, he gestured to the bag. “I know the answer is find a laundromat, but I’ve never used a washing machine in my life.” He folded his arms on the words, the stance defensive behind the scowl.

“And this is my problem how?”

“Because you’re the one making me do this.”

“I never—”

“Please just shut up and help me, Mat. There’s no room in your budget for me to replace my gear if I fuck it up.”

I stared at the bag rather than him, and forced myself to swallow the disbelief that kept leaping to my tongue. It had seemed impossible he would even consider doing without his entourage, yet here the impossible stood before me and I had to admit it had taken balls.

“All right,” I said. “I was going tomorrow, but if you wait a sec, I’ll get mine and we can go together.”

He leaned against the doorframe, his dark-blond hair sweep-ing across his brow. “I can wait.”

Still not entirely convinced he was real, I headed for my room to gather my loose laundry. I more than half expected him to have vanished by the time I was done, yet having pulled on jacket and shoes, I returned to find Miles hadn’t moved.

“No Katie?” he asked, pushing off the doorframe as I approached.

“No, she’s in Ilkley.”

“Ilkley!” A faint, reminiscent smile briefly broke through his frown. “I remember playing there. Not a bad little clubhouse. Didn’t win, but I did beat Hashim Sartini and that was good enough for me at the time.”

I pulled the door closed behind us and locked it before testing the rickety handle. The damn thing always felt like I could just rip it out of the frame.

“Why aren’t you in Ilkley then?” Miles asked as I led the way along the narrow, creaking corridor to the equally narrow, creaking stairs.

“I wanted time to rest and prepare before qualifying starts.”

He grunted, a sound that was neither approval nor disapproval, and silence fell as we made our way to the street door and out into London’s early-afternoon haze. I gestured to show the direction we were going, and caught a hint of slightly floral cologne as he fell in beside me on the footpath.

“So, you’re playing Queen’s?” I said, sure I ought to ask a question in return.

“Yup. I got close last time. Maybe this’ll be my year.”

If he wanted to win a tournament, he probably shouldn’t have let me bait him into giving up his team – an observation I bit back, leaving traffic noise to fill the yawning silence between us. This was all too strange. I’d woken expecting a normal day, yet somehow I’d ended up walking to a laundromat with Miles Callahan while he hid behind a pair of sunglasses and eyed everyone we passed. No one ever recognised me, but I’d never been on magazine covers.

Thankfully, the nearest laundromat wasn’t busy, and we took a pair of machines well away from the front window. And there, while people walked past outside and a man in the corner listened to music without headphones, I showed Miles fucking Callahan how to use a coin-operated washing machine. Except, of course he hadn’t brought any coins, so I also paid for Miles fucking Callahan to use a coin-operated washing machine.

And once the machines were running, their timers ticking down all too slowly, I realised I was now stuck hanging out in awkward silence with the man who had knocked me out of the French Open.

“So,” Miles said, leaning on the chipped melamine bench with folded arms. “What do you do while you wait?”

Without a sweatband to keep it back, the soft waves of his dark-blond hair tumbled about his face, tips caressing those sharp cheekbones. All slightly tousled intensity, he looked enough like his GQ cover to be unnerving, like I was hanging out with a glossy pinup ripped from a magazine.

“Depends what time it is back home,” I said, trying for a light answer. “If it’s evening, I usually call Mum. Otherwise, I flirt with cute locals, read, or just sit and panic about my next match. You know, whatever I’m in the mood for.”

“Panic? You?”

It took me a moment to realise his surprise was genuine. “Yeah, I’m quite good at it.”

His features did the equivalent of a shrug. “That’s news to me. You always look so confident. Fierce even. Like you’re ready to chew the world up and spit it out if it does you dirty.”

“Ah, no,” I said. “The world has done me plenty dirty, I assure you, and I’m just panic all the way down.”

Before I could regret admitting as much, my phone buzzed. “Coach,” I said, noting the name on the screen, and lifted it to my ear. The call connected with a faint hum. “Evening, Danny. How’re you doing?”

“Good, good,” Danny said with what sounded like a stretch. “Freezing my arse off but such is life in the southern hemisphere right now.”

While Danny spoke, Miles pushed off the bench and app-roached with long strides, and before I could guess what he meant to do, he had leaned close enough that his breath danced over my fingertips. “Good afternoon, Mr Lovett,” he said into the phone, his tone so mockingly demure that I wanted to hit him.

Shocked silence hung a moment on the other end, while Miles retreated to lean against a nearby machine, all shit-eating grin.

“Was that . . . Callahan?” Danny said, voice pitching up in confusion.

I glared at Miles. “Yes, yes it was.”

“Oh. I can call back if I’m interrupting something.”

“Not interrupting anything,” I said, and able to guess from my tone in what manner Danny had asked that loaded question, Miles laughed. “I’m just doing my laundry,” I added, trying not to grit my teeth.

“Right,” Danny said, and I hated how
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