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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Whatever Happened to Brian Scagill?” the magazine headline asked.

      I fell in love, I answered in my head. Because I was sure that wouldn’t be the actual answer, and because it was a sunny Sunday morning and I had nothing better to do, I flipped the pages to read the article.

      

      This time last year, Brian Scagill was a man famed across England: the country’s first real hope for a native-born tennis champion in twenty years. He held the hopes of a nation in the palm of his hand as he entered the annual Grand Slam tournament at SW9. Who can forget his epic victories against Frenchman Andre Dubois and German Roland Meyer; who didn’t feel the crushing disappointment when he was defeated by Czech player Jan Tuma, the eventual Championship winner?

      What happened next in Brian’s story made headlines around the world. His sensational on-court kiss with fellow player, Croatian Lexi Horvat, live on international TV, filled column inches for weeks afterwards. In the months since that image has become iconic, shared countless times over the internet, printed on posters and banners and mugs: as famous in its own right as Athena’s tennis girl poster.

      Brian-mania reached an all-time high yet at the same time, without his fans even realising, Brian quietly disappeared.

      At first it seemed it would be business as usual for the tennis ace. During an intimate magazine interview given immediately after he came out, Brian seemed very clear on his continued commitment to tennis, praising his peers for their matter-of-fact handling of his sexuality. Brian seemed poised to become the first openly out male tennis star still playing at a professional level.

      Despite his defeat in the semi-final at Brixton Brits, hopes were high that he would bag his first Grand Slam title at the US Open in August. Those hopes were dashed when Brian withdrew from the competition at the last minute, citing a hamstring injury—a particularly worrying development for a young sportsman long noted for his health and fitness.

      In fact, Brian hasn’t played professionally since that fateful match. His ranking has fallen in the ATP Leaderboard and the heady days of being in the World Top 10 seem a distant memory. Any hopes the fans harbour for a dramatic return to this year’s championship—now less than two months away—seem futile. Enquiries by this magazine with his management company revealed the shocking information that they quietly parted company with the young star back in January. Brian’s lack of professional appearances was cited as the reason for the break. Neighbours say they’ve seen no sign of him at his flat in Primrose Hill, and outside a handful of paparazzi shots taken in Tampa, Florida, last autumn, Brian hasn’t been seen by anybody inside or outside the world of professional tennis since.

      This magazine has learnt, through careful investigation, that Brian still resides in Tampa, having moved there in August last year. He can often be seen ordering a latte at his local coffee shop, buying a morning newspaper or simply strolling through the city, just another anonymous young man. For the most part, the people he passes have no idea they just met one of the finest tennis players in the world today.

      This last year cannot have been easy for Brian. Fresh from that very public kiss, he made the humiliating admission that he and Horvat were not, in fact, a couple. His parents’ separation was reported shortly thereafter, although their divorce was only finalised last month. Brian’s mother Janice Scagill—now returned to using her maiden name of Cooper in nonprofessional correspondence—is still, on paper, her son’s agent, although his need for one at this juncture is moot.

      Given Brian’s close relationship with his parents, who moved to Australia in 1996 with their then six-year-old son to focus on his tennis training and attended every major professional match he played as his career began to take off, it must have been a blow to the young star to watch their marriage fall apart.

      Brian’s fortunes, however, seem to have changed. This magazine has learnt from several sources that Brian and Lexi Horvat have reconciled their relationship and are living close to each other in the suburbs of Tampa, where they are a well-known and popular couple. “It was so romantic,” one friend, who asked not to be named, gushed. “Brian came all the way out here to tell Lexi he loved him, and they’ve been together ever since. They’re very much in love.”

      

      “So you’ve seen it, then?”

      Lexi’s arrival made me look up from the magazine. He approached and kissed me, running an affectionate hand through my hair.

      “You’ve already read it?”

      He nodded.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think we’ve been spied on.” His tone was low, but amusement danced in his bright hazel eyes.

      “I told you someone tried to talk to Drew,” I said mildly. My old coach had given the hapless sod quite the dressing-down.

      “Poor fool.” Lexi laughed.

      “Who do you think they did speak to?” I wondered curiously.

      He shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “Not really, no. It’s not a bad article.”

      “Except for that bit about your parents.”

      I sighed. I could have lived without that.

      “Do you think they’ve seen it?”

      “Dunno. I suppose I’d better call them.”

      “Might be a good idea.” He gently squeezed my nape, his fingers lingering even after he started to walk away, and deposited a brown paper bag on my counter. The smell of warm bagels wafted through my kitchen.

      This was our Sunday morning routine. We usually spent Saturday night together, then in the morning we’d get up late and Lexi ran out for bagels while I showered and made coffee. We’d sit at the kitchen table, or in the garden if the weather was nice, reading newspapers and talking, at least until words gave way to kisses and kisses gave way to teasing, groping, and bed. It was a hard life, but someone had to live it.

      “Where did it come from?” I asked, indicating the magazine.

      “I brought it over last night.”

      “Oh.” I smiled impishly. I’d not given him much chance to tell me about it, having jumped his bones the moment he let himself through the door.

      He smiled over his shoulder, crooked teeth teasing his lower lip, eyes twinkling. He hadn’t complained then and he wasn’t complaining now.

      “Yeah.” He crossed back to the table, placing the plated bagels in the centre. I’d already laid out fresh fruit, smoked salmon, cream cheese and the thin, crispy strips of cold bacon that Lexi adored. I missed English bacon, but that was a small price to pay for living here and having him in my life.

      We fell to, layering our bagels and sipping the dark and bitter coffee I’d brewed. It was a new blend, Colombian, and I was shamelessly addicted.

      I was addicted to all of it—to my little house, the glorious weather, being with Lexi. He kept his own place, a larger house he shared with a couple of guys he’d known from his days at Clearwater Tennis Academy, but he wasn’t fooling anyone—to all intents and purposes we lived together. The nights Lexi spent in his own bed each month could be comfortably counted on one hand. His roommates didn’t mind—as long as he paid his rent on time, it was no skin off their noses that he was always away. And they were nice blokes, Brett and Adam. Straight, but laid back and easy-going. We’d had some great times hanging out with them and I counted them both as friends.

      I had a lot of friends these days. Lexi was an outgoing, vivacious creature, and his sociable nature was infectious. Wherever we went he seemed to strike up conversations with new people. He knew the names of the baristas at our local coffee shop, and they knew his. Somehow they’d also learnt mine, greeting me warmly and asking after us both when I went in there. I couldn’t remember the last time a paid employee had taken such interest in my wellbeing back in England. Actually, in England I’d have thought they were being sarcastic. I guess it was just the American way.

      “Any plans for today?” he asked, turning the page of his newspaper.

      “Not particularly. Why, do you fancy doing something?”

      “It’s a beautiful day. Seems a shame to waste it.”

      I raised an eyebrow. As far as I was concerned, I didn’t consider a lazy afternoon in bed in any way a “waste.”

      “I thought we could go to Redington,” he continued, pointedly ignoring my eyebrow invitation.

      “The beach?”

      He nodded.

      “If you want.” I agreed happily. I’d do whatever he suggested, really, but I liked that beach. The lack of public parking meant it was quieter than most places around the bay, and the sand dunes that bordered it added a sense of privacy, blocking out the view of the city and the noise of anything but the briny surf.

      “We could go to the academy afterwards,” he suggested. “Play a couple of games?”

      “Haven’t you been playing all week?”

      Lexi worked at Clearwater, helping train the next generation of athletes. He’d played a few tournaments over the last year, the prize money a welcome supplement to his coach’s income. I’d gone along to watch and cheer him on, but none of them had been big enough for his participation or my spectatorship to make the national or international press. I was, as the magazine article so rightly pointed out, largely anonymous these days.

      “That’s work.” He pouted. “I like playing with you.”

      “And I really like playing with you,” I deadpanned.

      He threw his last bite of bagel at my head.
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      The beach was relatively quiet. Small groups were spread at polite intervals, picnicking, playing games, sunbathing, or wading in the foamy surf. Lexi and I walked barefoot along the sand at the waterline, holding hands, our shoes in a bag slung over my shoulder. We were wearing T-shirts and loose board shorts, and I wore a cap to keep the sun from burning my face. I still didn’t tan well, English to the last.

      “We should get a dog,” I said as we watched a large black retriever chase a ball into the waves and emerge, dripping and deliriously happy, shaking out its fur and soaking its owners in the process.

      “You want a dog?” Lexi smiled at me.

      “Who doesn’t?”

      “What would you get?”

      “I dunno. Probably some scruffy mutt with a face only its mother could love.”

      He laughed and I raised our clasped hands to my lips, kissing his fingers. On the next step he swayed closer, bumping my shoulder, and I bumped him back.

      We arrived at the academy clubhouse a little after three. We were waved in and switched into more suitable attire in one of the staff changing rooms. The club had a number of courts, about half of which were in use when we arrived.

      It always took forever to get set up, as practically every person we passed stopped us to exchange a few words with Lexi. I looked on with pride, glad he was so popular.

      As we strolled past the occupied courts, he paused to point out players he knew or kids he was coaching. We stopped for a few minutes to watch one kid, a boy of about thirteen, play a flawless game against a much older opponent.

      “He’s good.” I nodded appreciatively.

      “Isn’t he?” I heard the swell of pride in Lexi’s voice. “He’s really come on this year. A Grand Slam hopeful, for sure.”

      On the next court, two very familiar figures were playing a relaxed game. We stood behind the high fence and watched as they completed the point. Before the server took his next shot, I waved and the pair waved back, pausing the game and approaching us. Lexi and I let ourselves onto the court to meet them.

      “Looking tired out there,” I teased.

      “Nonsense,” Drew growled. “We were only just getting started.”

      “I was going to destroy him,” Tony said with a smirk.

      “Dream on.”

      Lexi and I shared small, indulgent smiles.

      After it became clear my move to Florida was permanent, Drew, my coach, upped sticks and followed, securing a job at the academy through his friendship with Tony, Lexi’s trainer. The two of them had struck up a close friendship when I’d invited Lexi and Tony to stay with me the previous year, during the Brixton Brits tournament at which we’d met.

      I was glad they still got along. Drew was like a second father to me, having been my coach since my early teens, and even though I’d released him from his contract when I quit playing professionally, he still acted like I was his responsibility. It was nice, especially given I’d not seen so much of my dad, the divorce keeping him tied to England. I missed him.

      The pair of them clucked around us now, fussing like mother hens. It amused me to think they’d unwittingly become surrogate parents and hadn’t even realised.

      “Fancy playing doubles?” I asked at a break in the conversation.

      “Think you can handle it?” Drew asked.

      Lexi and I scoffed.

      “You’re on.” Tony led the way back onto court and we took up position, the students versus the masters.

      With the pressure off, I’d rediscovered my love of tennis. That I’d got to a point where I was good enough to play professionally wasn’t an accident, after all. I might have resented the incessant pushing of my mother, but way back at the beginning I’d chosen tennis, it hadn’t chosen me. Beneath all those layers of simmering resentment I still loved it, and in the ten months I’d taken off, I’d played again for the sheer joy of doing so. My visa permitted me to work, and I kept my hand in at the academy, taking on some of the kids Lexi was coaching and showing them how a true professional played. Some of them had even beaten me.

      Drew served and the game began. The four of us were pretty evenly matched and fiercely competitive. When playing, we kept a rough tally of games won and lost, the losers usually stumping up for a couple of beers afterwards as a forfeit.

      Lexi and I took an early lead, winning the first three games in a row before Drew and Tony fought back and evened the score. We attracted a small group of onlookers: students from the academy, a couple of coaches, and a pair of tourists, day pass lanyards around their necks, who took photographs as we played.

      We were all tired and sweaty when we called it a day, the final score standing at 7-9 to the coaches. The tourists approached as we left the court, surprising me with a request for autographs. By their accents they were English—from the West Country, I’d guess—and they seemed thrilled to meet me. It was strange, but oddly nice, being reminded what my old life was like.

      Of course, they wanted to know when I’d be playing professionally again.

      “I’m not sure,” I said, scrawling my name across the magazine they produced—the one with the article about me, I noticed.

      The woman saw me looking. “The reporter said you lived locally,” she admitted with an embarrassed grin. “We didn’t think we’d actually see you, though!”

      “Are you here for long?” Lexi enquired politely. They hadn’t asked for his autograph, and I was a little stung on his behalf, although I doubted he’d mind, or have even noticed.

      “Just until tomorrow. It was only on the off chance we came here today.”

      “Well that was lucky for you.” Lexi gave her a warm smile and surreptitiously nudged me in the ribs.

      “Absolutely.” I bared my teeth. “It’s always nice to meet the fans.”

      Behind me, Drew coughed.

      “Anyway….” The man laid a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “We should let you get going.”

      “It was lovely to meet you,” Lexi said, with absolute sincerity.

      “Yes. Lovely.” I hooked my arm around his waist, fingers digging into the soft skin above his hip.

      The woman reluctantly allowed herself to be led away. “Well… goodbye.”

      “Have a good flight!” Lexi called, and I turned to him with an amused glare. “What?” he demanded, all wide-eyed innocence.

      “You know what,” I growled, yanking him forward and planting a kiss on his temple. He melted against me with gratifying speed. I could never stay mad at him.

      Ever since I’d ducked out of the US Open the previous August with a phoney injury, Lexi had been on my case about playing professionally again. No matter how many times I told him I was happy with my life, that I neither needed nor wanted to compete again at that level, he refused to believe me. I knew he felt responsible for the death of my career, despite many attempts to reassure him otherwise. When it came to tennis, he was relentless.

      Showered and dressed, we walked with Tony and Drew to a small bar down the street from the club. I paid for three pale beers, served in sweating bottles, and an orange juice, ostensibly for Lexi, that I knew I’d end up drinking. I would never not find the American drinking age ridiculous. Lexi could buy a house, join the army, or get married, but couldn’t have a glass of champagne at his own wedding. Ridiculous.

      We carried our drinks to a table outside where we could enjoy the early evening sunshine.

      “I take it you saw that article about me?” I asked Drew once we’d taken our seats.

      He nodded. “Read it online this morning. It’s got the whole academy buzzing.”

      “Why? There’s nothing in there they don’t know.”

      “They forget you’re famous.”

      “I’m not. Not anymore.”

      “Those tourists would beg to differ.”

      “That’s only because of the article,” I said. “They’ll have forgotten about me again by next week.”

      “And what about all the kids you were going to inspire?” Drew countered. “Think they’ve forgotten about you?”

      “There’s loads of out athletes now.”

      “Not in tennis. Not in the men’s game.”

      “There will be, eventually. Besides.” I sipped my beer. “Why do I have to be the one? I never wanted to be a role model.”

      “Comes with the territory, kiddo. You’re stuck with it.”

      “Not if I don’t play, I’m not.”

      “So what are you going to do with your life?” he demanded. “You can’t sit around doing nothing forever.”

      “I’m not doing nothing,” I protested. “I help at the academy⁠—”

      “And what a bloody waste that is.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I didn’t spend eight years training you for you to become a part-time coach.”

      “Are you two in cahoots or something?” I looked from Drew to Lexi.

      “We don’t have to be,” Drew said. “We both want what’s best for you.”

      “You’re ganging up on me,” I grumbled.

      “I haven’t even started.” He let the threat linger, not dropping my gaze as he lifted his beer to his lips and drank.

      “I’ll think about it, okay?”

      He turned to Lexi. “Make sure he does.”

      “Hey!” I waved a hand between them. “Still here?”

      “Yes, but you can’t be trusted.”

      I snorted, half amused but still a little peeved. “Just run my life for me, why don’t you.”

      “If that’s what it takes.”

      We smiled across the table, and I kicked back in my chair, an arm around Lexi’s shoulder, the sun beating down on us and a cool drink in my hand. Life was good.
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      “You need to call your parents,” Lexi reminded me when we got home.

      “It’s too late now,” I protested, catching him around the waist and nuzzling his nape. He relaxed into me, buttocks pressed against my groin, and I humped a little.

      “Tomorrow, then.” His hand came up, clasping my head and holding me close.

      “First thing. Promise.”

      “Hmm.” His sceptical reply was lost on a gasp and a sigh as I sucked his earlobe and grazed it with my teeth. “You’re insatiable,” he giggled as I reach lower.

      “You’re getting hard.” I licked the shell of his ear and gave his dick a couple of firm strokes, hastening the situation growing in his shorts. “Wanna fuck me?”

      He grunted low in his throat. “Always.”

      “Love you.”

      He turned in my arms. “I love you too.”

      I slapped his arse. “Then hurry up and get naked.”

      Afterwards we lay in a sweaty heap, the covers kicked to the foot of the bed, our mingled fluids cooling on my skin. He shifted against me, his head on my shoulder, an arm and a leg slung over my torso. I brushed my fingers through the golden hairs of his forearm and kissed his temple.

      “I wish you’d consider playing again,” he said softly.

      “Hmm?”

      “It wouldn’t take long to build your fitness back up. Drew could train you. I know he wants to.”

      “I’m happy as I am,” I countered.

      “You’re twenty-three, Brian. You’re too young to retire.”

      “I could coach.”

      “You’re too damn good to coach.” An edge of annoyance seeped into his tone. “What are you really afraid of?”

      “Honestly?” I looked at him. “I’m not sure.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. The fact was, playing professionally had turned my life into something I didn’t want to live. It’d warped and twisted my relationship with my parents, made it difficult for me to have any real friends, and almost cost me Lexi. If I went back to that, I’d barely see him, and I was used to having him in my life; knowing even when we weren’t together that he wasn’t far away.

      I didn’t want to be on another continent, in a different time zone, separated from him for weeks or even months at a stretch, but I didn’t want him to give up everything he had going here to follow me around the world. He wasn’t some trophy wife, he was my partner. We were equals. I didn’t want to upset the status quo.

      He sighed like he didn’t believe me but knew he wasn’t going to get an answer. I hated not being completely honest but if I told him my fears, he’d only blame himself for holding me back, and I hated that idea even more.

      “Do I have to call my parents?” I asked to change the subject.

      “Yes.” His tone brooked no refusal.

      “It’s not like the article was bad….”

      “Brian, it talked about their divorce. The least you can do is call and check on them.”

      He was right, of course. He usually was. Dad I had no problem with, we talked all the time on the phone or Skype, but my relationship with Mum was still strained. I’d never forgive her for trying to destroy what I had with Lexi, and on top of years of festering resentment, it had been all but the final straw. Because of that, and because despite it all she was still my mum and I still craved her acceptance, I kept our contact to a minimum. It seemed, paradoxically, the only way I got to keep her in my life was to keep her as far out of it as I could.

      “What made you so wise?” I teased, tucking a stray curl behind his ear.

      “I’m not wise,” he replied mildly. “Sometimes you’re just really dumb.”

      It was a good thing I loved him.
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        * * *

      

      I called Dad first thing in the morning. Florida was five hours behind England, making it 2pm when I rang.

      He sounded surprised to hear from me. “Brian, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. How are you?”

      “Good. You?”

      “I’m fine.” I nodded. “There’s an article out about me⁠—”

      “I saw it.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “It mentioned you and Mum.”

      “Not a lot I can do about that. The divorce is public knowledge.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “Well I’d have rather they didn’t write me up, but there’s not much I can do about it. I’m not upset, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      I nodded again. He didn’t sound upset.

      “How are you doing, anyway? How’s Lexi?”

      I smiled involuntarily at the mere mention of his name. “He’s fine.”

      “He’s in work?”

      “Yes.”

      “What are you doing today?”

      “Haven’t got that far yet.” I sipped my coffee. “I need to call Mum.”

      “Good luck with that.” Dad’s voice was grim.

      “You’ve not spoken to her?”

      “Not since the divorce. No need.”

      “No.” I swallowed my guilt. It didn’t matter how many times I heard I wasn’t responsible for their marriage breaking up, I’d never believed it. How could I not be responsible, when Dad had thrown Mum out for trying to destroy my relationship with Lexi? I felt terrible that my relationship had recovered and theirs hadn’t.

      “What are you doing today?” I asked to change the subject.

      “I’m writing a piece for the Times. Sort of run up to the tennis season.”

      “The fever starting early?”

      “There’s a new kid on the block, some Scottish lad. Everyone’s hoping for a win.” His tone softened. “It could still be you.”

      “Maybe next year.” Was everyone going to get on my case about playing again?

      “What does Lexi say?”

      “That I should get back in training.”

      “You should listen to him.”

      “Whatever happened to doing something that makes my heart sing?” I asked.

      “You need to do something, Brian. I understand why you quit, I really do, but don’t you think it’s time to get back on the horse?”

      “I’ve decided to become a marine biologist,” I said dryly. “I’m moving back to Oz and dedicating my life to the study of stromatolites.” When I was a kid, Dad had taken me to Shark Bay to see a colony of those living fossils, one of the oldest forms of life on Earth. It’d taken forever to get there, and I’d been singularly unimpressed when we arrived.

      He chuckled. “If you wanted to do that, son, I’d support you.”

      “I know you would, Dad.”

      “Seriously, why not go back to school? You’re only young, you could train to be whatever you wanted. There are some great universities in America.”

      “Maybe.” I took another sip of coffee. “There’s nothing I really fancy studying.”

      “Well you need to do something.” His tone was stern enough that I anticipated a young man at the end which never came.

      “I’ll think about it,” I promised.

      “Make sure you do.”

      “I said I would, didn’t I?”

      “Hmm.” He sounded sceptical. “You know I’ll call Lexi and check.”

      “Okay, okay,” I admitted defeat.

      “Good lad. I’ll speak to you soon, okay?”

      “Bye, Dad. Love you.”

      “Love you more.”

      I placed the phone on the kitchen table and finished my coffee, smiling. I didn’t doubt for a second that he really would call Lexi. The two of them had proved themselves capable of conspiring behind my back on more than one occasion. I liked that they got along.

      I refilled my cup from the percolator I kept running pretty much constantly and picked up my phone, turning it in my hand, delaying the inevitable. Finally, I bit the bullet and hit Mum’s number.

      “Brian, this is a surprise.”

      “Is it a bad time?”

      “No, no. I suppose not.” Her tone said yes.

      “I just wanted to check how you are. Did you see the article?”

      She sniffed. “I saw it.”

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what the hell I was apologising for, but that was par for the course where my relationship with Mum was concerned. I apologised for stuff beyond my control, and she refused to accept it.

      “Well, it’s not like you haven’t done this to me before.”

      I winced. She meant the interview I’d given right after I came out, of course. I hadn’t said much, but the reporter I’d spoken to was canny enough to read between the lines. The result hadn’t been pretty.

      Still, that had nothing to do with this article.

      “I didn’t even know about this one,” I said sharply. “The first I knew of it was when Lexi showed me the magazine.”

      “So you’re still with him?”

      “Yes, Mum. You know I am.”

      “Do I? How would I know when you never tell me anything? You never call⁠—”

      “The phone works both ways, Mum.” I pressed the heel of my hand to my temple. Why couldn’t we have a simple conversation without it ending in a row?

      “Oh, so it’s my fault now?”

      “I never said that.” I cut off another retort. “Listen, I didn’t call to fight. I called to check how you were, that’s all. Clearly you’re fine, so I’ll leave you alone.”

      “Brian, wait⁠—”

      “Goodbye, Mum.” I terminated the call.

      “Fuck!” I clattered my phone onto the table.

      Contrary to popular belief, I didn’t like arguing with my mother. Usually I was at a loss to say how our arguments even started. Dad said once we were too alike: both idealistic, stubborn, and short-tempered. I didn’t think I was, though. At least, not with anyone else. With her, it felt like I was on a too-short leash, constantly straining not to snap.

      I ordered myself to let it go. All that bitterness and resentment would destroy me if I let it, and there was no need. She was on the other side of the world, and my life was good. I owned a nice house in a nice street, I had friends and a boyfriend who loved me, and who I loved in return. There was no need to let her drag me down. If she wanted to become an angry, lonely old woman, that was her lookout. I had my own life to lead.

      I finished my second cup of coffee, washed the mug and lay it on the drainer to dry. Outside the sun beat down hot enough to crack the flags of my patio, and it was only just after ten. It seemed I was always destined to live somewhere too hot and humid for my English sensibilities to ever be entirely comfortable. My skin still burnt in even the mildest weather, and I spent as much on sun cream each year as I did on food. I envied Lexi’s golden tan almost as much as I lusted after it. The smattering of freckles dusting his nose and shoulders and forearms; the sun-bleached highlights in his wavy auburn curls. “Pale and interesting” was how I usually described myself. It was that or lobster red, and the latter was as painful as it was unsightly.

      I looked out over my little garden, or yard, as Lexi and all my American friends insisted on calling it. Outside the sliding glass door of the kitchen-diner was a flagged patio—if that wasn’t too grand a word—a space just big enough to hold a glass-topped, iron-framed table and half a dozen chairs done in the same metalwork, where Lexi and I ate breakfast or drank cool beers on balmy evenings. The rest was turned over to grass, with some attempt at a rockery border.

      I had half an idea to dig up the turf at the bottom end and plant vegetables, live the good life. It wasn’t something I’d got around to this year, and I suspected it was too late for planting now, being May.

      Whatever I planted would probably only die in the heat, anyway. Even my grass looked peaky.

      I wasn’t keen on the grass. Back in Melbourne the grass was dark green, wide-bladed, a little scratchy to walk on and prone to dying back in the summer. Returning to England, I’d been reacquainted with English grass—brilliant green, soft and yielding underfoot, and grown so lush and thick in the wet weather it needed constant management to prevent it running wild.

      The grass that grew in my garden here was thinner, a little spiky, and required a ridiculous amount of watering if it wasn’t to turn yellow and shrivel up. Several of my neighbours had invested in artificial turf, which I considered the worst of all, but my lawn obsession was something of a mystery and source of amusement to the Americans who learnt of it. Even Lexi confessed to being puzzled why I cared so much, and most of the houses we passed in the city had gravelled or bare yards—the English definition of the word, to which I stuck religiously.

      There were other English things I clung to: writing the day before the month; using words like fortnight, autumn, and solicitor; the letter U—and even more I craved: proper bacon; cottage pie; chocolate that tasted like chocolate was supposed to taste. Our friends indulged me, and it had been a matter of great amusement to them at first, reciting lists of words so I could tell them the English equivalent.

      The fact was, I was homesick for England in a way I had never been for Australia. Despite spending my formative years Down Under, it was England I hankered for, England I truly considered my home. I’d not been back for several months, and then only for a couple of weeks. I daren’t risk a longer absence jeopardising my visa. I was allowed to reside in America as a Person of Extraordinary Ability, which really just meant I was someone halfway famous. That was, after all, the real American Dream. Even so, I dreaded being pulled aside by immigration on my return and being quizzed what, exactly, I was doing to better their great nation. All I wanted was to live quietly with my boyfriend.

      Not that Lexi and I lived together, not officially. Not yet.

      When I’d first arrived in Tampa, we had only known each other a fortnight. We both agreed to keep our lives separate and date at first; get to know each other properly.

      I smiled. If each date lasted a week then certainly, we dated. Even at the very beginning, saying goodbye had been almost impossible. In no time at all Lexi and I were spending six nights out of seven together.

      I’d bought the house a couple of months after I’d arrived, sure by then that we were deadly serious about each other and I was going to be in America for the foreseeable future. I dropped a couple of hints at the time that I’d like to consider it our house, but Lexi had a lease and roommates and was still skittish about moving too fast. I contented myself with giving him a key and welcoming his unofficial presence in my home.

      Come December, when his lease was due for renewal, I had high hopes he’d move in on a permanent basis, but after half a dozen midnight conversations lying in my bed in the dark, he’d renewed his lease with Brett and Adam for another year. I understood and even respected his caution, but I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t a little crushed. I’d taken a massive leap of faith in crossing an ocean to be with him, yet after six months together, he still hadn’t been confident enough in us to move in with me.

      Still, that was only a small cloud on my otherwise sunny horizon, and I refused to let it depress me. I had Lexi in my life practically full time, when only a year ago I’d had no one. I loved him and was grateful for every single day we spent together.

      My phone rang, the man himself, and I smiled just to see his name flash up on the screen. I answered immediately.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, love. How are you?”

      I grinned, amused. “I’m fine. What’s up?”

      “I haven’t got long, I just wanted to check if you called your parents.”

      “Yeah, just did it.”

      “Both of them?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “Dad was fine. Mum was the same as ever.”

      “You didn’t have another fight, did you?”

      “Sort of. Not really. I hung up.”

      “Oh, Brian.”

      “I didn’t start it!” I protested, like a petulant child.

      “I know, love. I just wish you two would get on.”

      “Why? What does it matter?”

      “It matters because I know it hurts you.”

      I didn’t have an answer for that. Nobody would blame Lexi if he refused to have anything more to do with my mother—he still hadn’t told me exactly what she’d said to make him leave. Instead he was the first and last to encourage me to speak to her, always nudging in an effort to repair the fractured relationship I had with her, when anybody else would tell me to let her go hang. It warmed me somewhere deep inside that he still thought he could help fix whatever was wrong.

      “Maybe you should go see her,” he suggested softly. “If you two really talked⁠—”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.” My voice was flat. “This is my life, and she either accepts it or she doesn’t. Either way, she’s not going to change my mind, and I doubt I’ll be able to change hers.”

      “I wish you’d try.”

      “I’ve spent my whole life trying.”

      Lexi sighed. “Still….”

      “What are you up to today?” I asked to change the subject.

      He let me get away with it. “Working with Jared.”

      “How’s he doing?” I knew Jared, a Texan kid who’d joined the academy when he was eight years old. Now fifteen, he’d already won a couple of youth tournaments and had a bright future ahead of him.

      “Truthfully, he’s better than me. I don’t know how much what I’m doing with him is helping. He needs pushing harder than I’m capable.”

      “Want me to come down there?”

      “Could you?”

      “Of course.”

      When it came to tennis, neither of us had any vanity about our abilities. That I was the better player was simply a matter of fact. That didn’t mean Lexi wasn’t brilliant, because he was—I’d love to see an average Joe compete in any major tournament to give the audience some perspective on how good even the lowest-ranked entrant was—but nine times out of ten when we played, I could beat him. If Jared was to make the difficult transition from youth to adult tournaments, he needed to face the best adult players he could find.

      That helping Lexi coach his students gave me a purpose and got me out of the house was a bonus of which I’m sure my boyfriend took shameless advantage, but the academy always welcomed me with open arms, pleased to have a major player working with their pupils.

      The drive to the grounds only took ten minutes. I parked beside Lexi’s hatchback and changed in one of the staff locker rooms. He had told me what court he was on, so I went straight there.

      I stood behind the high fence, watching Lexi and Jared play. Lexi was holding his own and certainly making Jared work for each point, but I could see what he meant: the kid didn’t look stretched, he looked like he could reach a higher gear if only he was pushed. That would be my job. Mister Pushy, at your service.

      I waved and shouted a greeting at a lull in the game, let myself onto the court, and met them at the net.

      “Ready to get your arse kicked?” I taunted Jared.

      “If you think you can.”

      We laughed. I liked the kid. He was bolshie in the way most academy kids were, having grown up in a rough-and-tumble environment with so many other boys, but disciplined and obedient beneath the tough-guy exterior. A growth spurt a few months back meant he could almost look me in the eye these days, although his muscles were still struggling to catch up, making him appear skinnier than he’d been when I first met him. He had deep brown eyes, sandy hair cut short, and a ready smile. The faintest wisps of bum fluff adorned his cheeks, and he tended them with care.

      “Right, Jared.” Lexi took control, and I swelled with pride as I turned to listen to him. “I’d like you to play a full match with Brian. Pretend this is a Grand Slam game. We’ll only play best of three sets as I’ve been working you already, so you’re one-all going into the third, okay? Brian is one of the best players in the world, and he’s standing between you and victory.”

      “but he’s not played today,” Jared protested. “That’s not an even match.”

      “Whatsamatter, kid?” I grinned wolfishly. “You think you won’t face players who are fitter than you? The key to success is playing your best even when you’re exhausted, and you’re not even tired.”

      “Exactly.” Lexi nodded agreement. “There will always be players fitter and stronger, who slept better or had more recovery time than you. You can’t let those factors get in the way of playing the best you can every time you step onto court.”

      “Particularly in the early years,” I added. “You’ll be up against men my age, in their prime. You need to learn how to beat them.”

      “You make it sound impossible,” Jared said, a little crestfallen.

      “Younger boys than you have won Grand Slams,” I pointed out. “Anything is possible.”

      “Jared, I want you to serve first.” Lexi nodded to his starting position. “Off you go.”

      I stayed by Lexi’s side, watching the kid jog to his end to collect some balls.

      “He’s checking them,” I noticed. “That’s good.”

      Lexi sighed. “If only he knew what he was checking them for.”

      We exchanged amused glances.

      “Thanks for this.”

      “Any time.” I leant in and claimed a quick kiss.

      “Distraction!” Jared shouted from his baseline.

      We broke apart and grinned.

      “Stop making excuses!” I shouted back, moving behind my baseline. Lexi took a seat in a raised umpire’s chair beside the net, and the game was on.

      We were playing on a hard court, tougher on the knees than grass, and it made the ball bouncier. It took me a couple of points to warm up and find the rhythm of the game, but as Jared trash-talked and crowed at the opposite end of the court, I figured that wasn’t a bad thing. He’d never have dared speak to any of the academy instructors like he did to me, but there was no malice in his words, and I intended to teach him a lesson. Not only did that kind of behaviour have no place on a tennis court, he was wasting valuable energy and letting his confidence lull him into a false sense of security.

      Pride came before a fall, and what a fall it was going to be.

      The score stood at forty-love by the time I found my stride, with Jared only needing to win one more point to take the first game. He served, I returned, and a short rally began before he put the ball right where I needed it and I hit a powerful forearm with all my strength. He connected with the ball, but the force of the impact surprised him, and his return flew well wide of the court. Forty-fifteen.

      I did the same thing again to push the score to forty-thirty before he learnt from the mistake. My next point was won with a gentle drop shot placed over his shoulder to land well behind him, and I followed it with a long crosscourt groundstroke. Suddenly he’d gone from forty-love to being down on the advantage, and now I was the one who only needed one more point to take the game. He gave it to me on a double fault, and I crowed across the net, celebrating my early break.

      In the umpire’s chair, Lexi watched on in silence.

      I won my game in straight points, most of them aces. Back to Jared’s serve, I watched him square his jaw, his lips set in a determined line, eyes narrowed. The kid wasn’t used to losing, but I was going to teach him a lesson he’d never forget. In my mind’s eye, it wasn’t some fifteen-year-old novice I was facing, but the world’s greatest—Petrovic or Berrios or Schmid; Becker or Sampras at the height of their careers.

      He won his service game and I won mine, the score standing at 3-1 to me, and Jared still needed to break back if he wanted to win the set.

      He served again and I made the return but felt the ball wobble as it connected with my racquet. It was obviously damaged and he hadn’t even noticed. After I won the point I paused the game, made him retrieve the ball, and told him to inspect it. The force of my return had opened a clear break in the rubber, and he gave me an embarrassed look. I explained the importance of checking the balls for a reason, not just for show, and he nodded attentively, taking his time looking over the next ball before he served.

      He won that point, and the one after. I took the following two and Jared, the third, placing us at deuce. We exchanged the advantage a couple of times before he followed up a truly impressive ace with a perfect rally and won the game.

      He pushed harder on my service game, taking us back to deuce before I finally won. The kid was world class, or could be, and I’d come here with the expressed purpose of pushing him to play to the best of his ability. The trash-talk had died off fast, and he was really concentrating now. What he didn’t realise was I was still going easy on him. I had more tricks up my sleeve, but I was saving them for when he hit the fatigue wall.

      That moment came midway through the second set. I’d won the first, holding my break against Jared’s increasingly frantic attempts to take it back, and we were currently at three games apiece. It wasn’t a very big wobble, just an unforced error, but something about the droop of his racquet told me he was tired. We were only seventeen games into the match, not even halfway through a full Grand Slam game. He needed some serious stamina training if he wanted to compete in the men’s tournaments.

      His serves lacked a little of their usual energy, and I capitalised on the decreased speed to make my returns more aggressive, pushing him with every point. I took the game easily and held my own serve with even less trouble.

      “Come on!” I shouted over the net. The score stood at 5-3, so he needed to break quickly if he didn’t want the match to be over.

      His first serve was vicious, more like I’d usually expect from him, but after I took the second point, his third displayed the same lack of care that had marked the previous game. The kid was flagging. Tired and losing, I knew the signs of an opponent giving up. I’d expected better from him, expected him to show more grit. He was
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