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Prologue

There’s an electric energy around Snapdragon Stadium. The Vikings vs the Red Stars. The score still 1-1. This is still anybody’s match. But I’ll be damned if the Vikings lose now. Today.

It’s the last minute of the game and the Red Stars have the ball. I try to keep up, but it’s hard to drown out all the noise. My heart is beating too fast in my chest, and I can hear the rush of blood in my ears. Our team captain, Stacey, gives me a concerned look as she races past me to get back to defend. She’s counting on me – the whole team is. The roar of the fans reminds me that they are too.

The referee blows the whistle, but the noise from the crowd doesn’t stop. I slow down, take a deep breath. I can feel them looking at me. When I missed the goal earlier, they were booing me, and I can already imagine their comments online.

Maya Alam didn’t seem like she was on top form today, did she?

The Vikings lost because Maya couldn’t get her shit together.

Maya Alam let the team down. Again.

‘Hey, you OK?’ Stacey’s hands are at my elbow, her bright blue eyes peering down at me.

‘Yeah. I just can’t believe we’re still tied.’ I sigh, trying to catch my breath.

She gives me a sympathetic smile. ‘We can still pull it off. We’ve got extra time.’ She gives me an encouraging pat on the back before she heads off to speak to the other girls on the team.

We’ve got fifteen minutes to turn things around.

I jog up to the field, taking my position for the final kick-off of the match. I close my eyes for just a moment, trying to tune everything else out. I have to be here, in this moment. In the match, thinking about the game. I can’t be worrying about what comes next.

You’re Maya bloody Alam. If anyone can do this, it’s you.

The words are like a balm.

My eyes flicker open as the referee blows his whistle. I head straight for the ball, almost running into one of the players from the opposing team. I manage to get it before her, dribbling it in front of me, past the other players. Right towards the goal.

I’m laser-focused, sharp-eyed. I’m not going to miss this time. I race forward with the ball at my feet, dodging other Red Stars players around me. And then, the goalie is in front of me, shifting from one side to the other, hands outstretched, waiting for me to mess this up.

I drive my foot forward through the ball. It flies through the air and I watch with bated breath as it moves right past the goalie and bounces into the net.

The crowd around the stadium erupts into cheers, just as the final whistle sounds.

Game over – 2-1 to the Vikings.

Around me, the blue-uniformed Vikings – my teammates – are jumping and clapping, hugging each other happily, but I can barely muster a smile.

All the adrenaline that has carried me through the game is gone now and all I’m left with is this empty, deflated feeling.

Because this was my last win. My last match. It’s the last time I’ll ever be in a stadium like this, surrounded by my teammates and the cheering crowd.

When I go back to the changing rooms, I’ll change out of my kit for the very last time and that will be it. I’ll no longer be a Viking.

I’ll just be Maya Alam. Retired footballer.

Not a winner, but a failure. And in light of all of that, I can’t bring myself to celebrate the win, even though I was the one who scored the winning goal.

My teammates clap me on the back, tell me how great a job I did, but I just nod and plaster on a practised fake smile that slips away too easily.

All too soon, I’ll be boarding the flight back to London.

Back to my old life.

And back to Dina Chowdhury, the girl who broke my heart.


Chapter 1

Dina

‘Reading smutty fan fiction again?’

I nearly jump out of my chair at the sound of the door opening and quickly slam my laptop shut before anyone can get a look at what’s on there.

Deen sets down the dish that he has come armed with. The spicy scent of chicken biryani makes my stomach gurgle with hunger. I hadn’t even realised that it was way past time for lunch.

We’re not really supposed to eat in the restaurant’s office – it’s reserved for business meetings. But nobody else comes in here except for me and Deen these days, so there’s no one to bust us for breaking the rules. It’s not like Baba’s around, pretending to be annoyed at us running into the office during rush hour to play hide-and-seek, or doodling all over his envelopes full of overdue bills.

‘I don’t read fan fiction; I’m pretty sure that’s you,’ I accuse teasingly, though, in truth, we both know who reads the smutty fan fiction in our family. Putting my laptop back into my bag, I eagerly accept a plate of the steaming-hot biryani from Deen.

‘It’s an old Bengali recipe,’ Deen says, as he sits down at the other end of the table with his own plate. ‘Apparently, it was derived from the Mughal era, and they used to serve this in an old Dhaka restaurant back in the day.’

‘Where do you even find out this crap?’ I ask, while digging into the rice and chicken. Of course, it’s the best biryani that I’ve ever had in my life. Somehow, Deen has the ability to make anything he touches taste like God’s gift to humanity. I’m not envious of his gift, considering I would rather eat my own arm off than spend all my day in the kitchen, but I am a little envious of the fact that he’s so damn talented at what he does.

‘A little research goes a long way,’ Deen says with a grin. ‘So … what were you looking at then?’ He nods to the laptop peeking out from my backpack under the desk.

I don’t want to talk about it, but I know Deen won’t let it go.

‘Job applications,’ I admit, reluctantly. ‘It’s grim out there, did you know that?’ I don’t admit that it’s less about the prospect of jobs and more about how little I want to actually do any of those jobs. There are plenty of HR positions going, but the financial firm that I worked at before felt like it was sucking my soul dry. I’d applied to other HR positions, and a few had even invited me to interview, but they all had the same putrid smell of corporate greed behind their sheen of fancy office buildings. I didn’t quit only to jump back into the corporate world again, no matter how well it paid. The depression was not worth it.

It’s not like things are much better now. I’ve been doing a few waitressing jobs here and there to make ends meet, but that’s not exactly the pinnacle of my dreams. It truly sucks to be trying to start over at twenty-eight, when I thought I’d have my life all figured out by now.

‘You’ll find something,’ Deen says with uncharacteristic optimism as he shovels biryani into his mouth.

‘This is good,’ I say, nodding at the half-full bowl still on the desk between us. ‘You should put this on the menu. We could have an old-Bengali cuisine theme. Go back to the world of the Mughals. I bet people will be intrigued by that, huh?’

‘Yeah, I can imagine it.’ Deen nods along, and I note the familiar glint in his eyes. ‘We could redo the walls and ceilings with that Mughal flair, get some paintings from that era.’ Deen quirks his head at me, as if he is thinking it through. ‘Hm, it’ll be mood lighting, romantic and sophisticated. But it’ll still have that cosy, homey feel at the same time. So that people who come here can feel, you know … like this is their place. A home away from their own homes.’

He pauses, and I can almost see the restaurant the way that he’s described it, instead of the one on the other side of the office door, with chipped paint and furniture that creaks every time someone uses it, which is rare these days.

‘We could get some old-timey chairs and tables, some kerosene lamps,’ I suggest, noticing how Deen comes to life when he talks about the restaurant. About his dream. ‘You know Mustafa Uncle? Ma told me he has a new place at Whitechapel Market, selling second-hand furniture. We could go sometime.’

‘Maybe someday,’ Deen says with a sigh.

Just like that, we snap out of the dream and see it how it is. He has big dreams about the restaurant but has yet to bring up any of them with our mum. She’s never been one for shiny new ideas. She likes the fact that the restaurant’s menu hasn’t changed in decades. She likes that she hasn’t updated the decor; that the chairs squeak when you sit on them, and that the tables wobble whenever you set down a dish. She likes that all the customers are regulars and that we never get busy enough to need more than one person running the place.

Or, at least, she pretends that she likes all of those things, and she won’t hear a single word about updating anything.

‘Why put more money into a money pit?’ is her tried-and-tested mantra.

By the time Deen and I finish with our lunch, it’s time to prepare for the dinner rush. If you can call our slow trickle of customers a dinner rush.

Deen grabs the bowl of leftover biryani, while I gather our plates, and the two of us make it out of the office, through the deserted restaurant, and into the kitchen.

‘Maybe you could serve the biryani as a chef’s special,’ I suggest while I scrub the dishes, and Deen gathers cauliflowers and carrots from the fridge.

‘Maybe,’ Deen mumbles, though we both know that he won’t. Despite his teenage years of rebellion, which earned him quite the reputation, Deen has the utmost respect for our parents, especially when it comes to the restaurant. It might be dilapidated and a money pit now, but it’s still what’s kept us afloat for all of our lives. The restaurant and our parents’ hard work are the clothes on our back, and the food on our plate.

Besides, it’s Ma who taught Deen how to cook, when he got suspended from school for smoking weed in the bathrooms. She forced him to make dinner for the family for a whole month as punishment, birthing his lifelong love for cooking. So, if Ma doesn’t want Deen to serve his food here and change up the menu, then he won’t.

No matter how much he wants to.

I leave Deen to his cooking, since I would probably only help set the kitchen on fire, and start making my way back to the office, pondering whether I should even bother to go back to LinkedIn or if I should spend the rest of my day hiding in the office and binge watching whatever I can find on Netflix. But then the restaurant door opens, and in comes a horde of teenage girls, along with their buzz of talk and laughter. They’re led in by a woman who looks strangely familiar.

‘OK, guys, grab a table, and I’ll go up to the—’ The woman’s voice is drowned out by the increasing sounds from the group of girls, who are now rushing to the empty tables by the corner, pushing them together until they make one long line.

I look back towards the kitchen door, expecting that Deen will come back out, ready to wrangle the kids, but when he doesn’t, I march towards the woman in charge of the group with a frown.

‘Sorry, they really shouldn’t be rearranging the furniture like that,’ I say, though I can’t muster up enough energy to actually be frustrated. The girls have drawn up their chairs to the tables now, sitting elbow to elbow as they grab at the menus and shout over each other to be heard.

‘Dina?’ the woman asks.

When I turn to look at her – really look at her – I place her immediately.

‘Jen?’

Jen smiles, and it almost feels like I’m suddenly transported back to school. Back to the football field, where Jen’s encouraging smile led me to every victory that I ever had. It’s been so many years since I saw her – too many years – but somehow, she looks almost exactly the same. Only her brown hair is a little shorter, and she looks a little older, like age and experience have settled into her youthful face.

‘It’s so good to see you,’ Jen says, extending her arms out towards me. I wrap my arms around her too, almost out of instinct.

‘You too. What … what are you doing here?’ I ask. ‘Those … aren’t all your kids, are they?’ I ask with a hesitant laugh, nodding at the group of girls that are still shouting to be heard by each other, despite the fact that the rest of the restaurant is completely deserted.

Jen chuckles. ‘No. Not my kids. I’m coaching a football team for the local council, and we just had training.’

‘Wow.’ Now that I look at the girls a little closer, it’s easy to see that they’re wearing what could almost constitute football attire. They’re not decked out in matching jerseys and football boots, but there’s an array of loose T-shirts, shorts and brow-beaten trainers.

‘Yeah, I’m sorry they’re … a little excitable,’ Jen says. ‘I’ll try to get them to calm down, and I can have them put the tables back if—’

‘No, no. It’s fine,’ I say, shaking my head. It’s not like any other customers are going to use those tables anyway. ‘It’s good to see that you’re still coaching.’

‘I like doing it.’ Jen shrugs. ‘I had to step away from the school to take care of family, but honestly, I had kind of missed coaching.’

I glance at the girls from her team again, and wonder what she missed about it. It couldn’t have been dealing with teenage girls all day.

‘Well, you were good at it. I bet the school misses you.’ I still remember all the times she cheered me on from the touchline, and how she always fought for the school to fund the girls’ football team when it was often only interested in the boys’ team.

Jen rolls her eyes in good humour. ‘Please. I don’t think sports teachers are that hard to come by and I wasn’t trained in coaching football teams. Besides, I was still learning the ropes back then.’

‘It never felt like that to me,’ I say. Jen had seemed like someone who had been coaching football her whole life. She knew how to get the best out of us by caring about us. Each and every one of us.

‘You made it easy,’ Jen says. ‘You were already so good at football.’

A bloom of pride warms me. I can’t remember the last time someone complimented me on doing something well. But my high comes crashing down as fast as it came when I remember her. It’s like I can’t even think about football without her face appearing in my memory.

‘Well, I’m glad another team gets to experience your amazing coaching,’ I say, trying to shake my memories off.

Jen’s smile wavers a little. ‘Thanks, Dina. Though, truthfully, this coaching job is a little different from when I was doing it at school. I mean, back then, it was part of my job, and I was younger and had so much energy. Now, I always have a million things on my plate. Sometimes, I feel like I can barely fit coaching into my schedule, so it falls to the wayside. Which is pretty unfair on the team.’ She pauses, looking at me closely. ‘I’m actually looking for an assistant coach to help me out. The council finally managed to find some funding for a part-time position, but I’ve had no luck with finding someone so far.’

The way she’s looking at me makes me think for a second that she’s considering me for the position.

‘Well, a sedentary office job doesn’t really qualify one for an assistant coach position.’ I chuckle. ‘I’m sure you’ll find someone soon.’

‘Yeah, I hope so,’ Jen says. ‘I shouldn’t be talking your ear off about all of this anyway. How have things been with you?’

‘Things have been … good, yeah,’ I say, nodding, though the last thing I want to get into is details about my life. Being unemployed and having no future prospects is not the kind of thing you want to share with your former mentor. ‘I should, um, get you some water and then take your orders. Why don’t you take a seat and I’ll be right back?’

I turn around and almost run right into Deen, who is already heading to the table with a jug of water and a stack of metal cups.

‘Whoa, careful there,’ he says, weaving around me. He greets Jen and the girls with a grin, serving them their water and taking their orders with his signature charm.

Jen flashes me a smile as Deen leaves the table, and it’s clear that she wants to catch up some more, but catching up would require me having to share things about my life too. And I’m definitely not ready for that. So, I give her a small wave, before retreating back to the office and closing the door behind me.

‘So … that was your old coach, right? What was her name again? Anne?’ Deen asks later as we’re closing up the restaurant.

‘Jen,’ I say, clearing up the area where the girls had been sitting. They made a total mess of things: the tablecloth is half off the table; rice and curry stains all over it. I pull it off the table and toss it aside. It will have to go in the wash, and even then, I’m not sure if those stains will come off.

‘It’s nice that she’s still coaching,’ Deen comments.

‘Yeah, a rowdy bunch of teenagers,’ I grumble. ‘She said it’s part of her work for the council.’

‘And she said she was looking for an assistant coach …’ Deen raises an eyebrow at me, and even though he doesn’t say it outright, I know what he means.

‘No. No way,’ I say.

‘Why not? You were her star football player, if I remember correctly,’ Deen says.

‘Yeah, an entire lifetime ago. And it’s not like it led anywhere …’ I almost think back to those days.

To her.

I shake my head, clearing my mind of those thoughts. ‘That was my past, and in case you don’t remember, I didn’t exactly have success in football. So, why would I be a good coach? All I can teach those girls is failure.’

‘That’s dramatic,’ Deen mumbles, before turning to me with a determined look in his eyes. ‘You didn’t fail, Dina. Plus, having someone who has life experience as a coach can be good. I mean, it’s not like Jen was a mega-successful football star. Did that make her any less important to you as a mentor?’

When Deen puts it like that, it almost makes sense. But no, there is no way I am going to go back to football. Not after it chewed me up and spat me out.

‘I’m not doing it. She would have tried to convince me to take the job if she wanted me, but she didn’t, so obviously she doesn’t think I’m good enough either.’

‘Or … she remembers what happened and she didn’t want to ask outright in case you were still sensitive about it,’ Deen points out. ‘Which, in case you were wondering, you are.’

‘I’m not sensitive about it,’ I say darkly, which probably isn’t helping prove my point. Maybe I am a little sensitive about it, but I’ve earned the right to be.

‘Look, Dina. Dreams die in our family. Ma’s dreams of being an actress failed. Baba’s dreams of this restaurant died with him. But you still have time to make something of your dreams,’ Deen says. And I realise that he’s being extremely serious about all of this from the way he holds my gaze. He really thinks that, somehow, I’m the member of our family who can go out there and achieve my dreams; end our cycle of settling for a life that we’re ultimately unhappy with.

‘What about you?’ I ask.

‘Me?’ Deen asks, as if he has never even factored himself into this equation.

‘What about your dreams of the restaurant? The new menu? The new decorations? Sprucing it up, bringing in new customers? Really doing the cooking thing?’

‘That was just … talk.’ Deen waves his hand dismissively.

‘You talk to Ma about the menu, and … maybe I’ll apply for the coach position.’ I shrug, going back to clearing the tables. I expect that to be the end of the matter, because there is no way that Deen will actually brave that conversation with our mother.

‘You know those two things are not the same,’ Deen says after a moment. ‘But … I’ll consider talking to her.’ I stop mid-cleaning and turn to Deen.

‘Seriously?’

Deen shrugs, acting as if the idea of talking to Ma is not a big deal, and not something he’s been avoiding for months and months now.

I stand up straight, looking Deen square in the eye. He seems sincere in his intentions. Maybe he will seriously think about it. Maybe he’ll actually do it.

But knowing Deen, and knowing our family, I don’t have much hope.

‘OK. Then I’ll think about applying to be a coach,’ I say.

Deen’s face breaks out into a grin. He knows this is the most he can hope for, and I know that it most likely won’t amount to anything.

But at least the two of us are happy living in our denial.


Chapter 2

Maya

The dinner table is almost completely silent, save for the sound of chewing and the occasional scrape of cutlery. When I look up from staring down at my plate, I realise that Amma and Abba are exchanging meaningful glances between each other, like they’re having a silent conversation.

Probably one that’s about me.

I have to stop myself from physically recoiling. I miss the times when our dinner tables were filled with lively discussions and debates. When I was in on the meaningful glances, and not the object of them.

‘So, Maya. How was your day today? You went out, right?’ Amma asks when she notices me looking at her. The smile on her face is completely fake, and I can see the worry behind her eyes.

‘It was fine,’ I say. I wish I had something to offer, but I can’t tell them that I spent the day scrolling through online hate about myself while lying in bed. Exactly as I have done every single day since I got home.

It doesn’t help that in the first week of my return, journalists had hounded me, trying to get the scoop on why I had really retired. Some of them had even found out my parents’ address, ambushing Amma and Abba with questions. Things had since died down, but the news articles full of pure speculation hadn’t stopped.

Worse, the Bangladeshi aunties and uncles had been calling my parents nonstop, trying to find out exactly what had happened with me and my career. I’m sure they’re not loving having to field that line of questioning. Even though it’s mostly just morbid curiosity that’ll fade soon.

‘Did you do some unpacking?’ Abba asks, a little too casually.

‘No, not yet.’ My voice comes out sharper than I intend it to. It’s been two whole weeks since I’ve come back home and I’m fast running out of underwear, but the idea of unpacking feels overwhelming. It feels like admitting defeat.

‘We can help you unpack if you need us to,’ Amma says gently. The kindness in her voice makes me feel more angry than soothed.

‘I don’t need help unpacking, Amma. I’m a grown woman who can unpack on her own,’ I say. A grown woman who has no job and has moved back into her parents’ house, I think to myself. A grown woman who is somehow right where she was as a teenager.

‘OK. Just … offering.’ Amma and Abba exchange another glance across the table, and that’s about all I can take for one dinnertime conversation.

With a sigh, I stand, despite my half-full plate. I’m not even that hungry, if I’m being honest with myself. I have missed Amma’s cooking over the past few years – obviously – but the taste of it now reminds me less of home and more of my failure.

‘I think I’ve lost my appetite. I’m feeling a little sick,’ I mumble, grabbing my plate and walking over to the compost bin to dump the rest of it out. I toss the plate itself in the sink before hurrying up the stairs. All the while, my parents say nothing, even though I know the idea of wasting food is probably killing them.

My old bedroom is not the sanctuary that it once used to be. My two suitcases from America are still standing by the door. The walls are plastered with old paraphernalia from when I was a teenager. Posters of the bands I used to listen to – Evanescence, Breaking Benjamin and Paramore – and merch of my favourite football team, Arsenal. There are the old football trophies lining the shelf above my desk: MAYA ALAM proudly displayed on all of them. And then there’s the stack of farewell cards from my family and friends – half of whom have moved away or started families now. The cards say things like, Good luck, Maya, you are going to kill it! and I always knew you were meant for amazing things!

It hurts to look at them. It feels like I’m staring my failure in the face every day.

I pick up the cards one by one with trembling fingers – the bright, colourful flowers and balloons on each of them now seem mocking – and shove them into the bin in the corner by my old desk. It’s bad enough that I have my parents’ sympathy-filled gazes to stare at every day – I can’t look at these cards too.

With that done, I toss myself onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling and taking a deep breath.

‘This isn’t the end of the world,’ I say to myself, mostly because I need to hear it. Being back home with my very loving parents is definitely not a bad thing. Sure, I may be unemployed now and, yes, maybe all my dreams have been dashed at the ripe age of twenty-eight. But that doesn’t make me a failure, even if I have technically failed. I may have had a budding career, but now, in the blink of an eye, it’s all gone. And it’s because of me – because I’m not strong enough to persevere through all the rumours, the criticisms, the blame, the jeers.

I turn to my side, glancing out the window. This is the view that I’ve had growing up my entire life. The back garden with the little shed; Amma’s prize rose bush and the overgrown birch tree from Mrs Sardar’s garden that my parents hate but would never complain about. I try not to dwell on all the times I kicked around my football out there, how Amma fussed about ruining her roses, how Mrs Sardar always tried to hold the ball hostage whenever I kicked it into her garden. They were simple times when I had such bright dreams for everything.

If only that Maya knew where she would end up.

My alarm goes off at its usual time the next morning, as it has done ever since I got back. I turn it off but make no move to get up. The idea of getting up, of starting my day – whatever that means now – fills me with dread.

This is what things have been like since I returned home two weeks ago. It’s like I’m stuck in a weird limbo – halfway between still being that girl who woke up early in the morning for training and the one who can barely even muster up the energy to get out of bed these days.

I turn onto my side, blinking at the thin rays of light peeking through the curtain. I miss the routine of still being a Viking. I miss getting up at the crack of dawn, the cold shower and cup of strong coffee that woke me up. I miss the early-morning jog. The weekly scheduled workouts: weight training on Mondays and Wednesdays, team training on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I miss having things to do, people to see. I miss having a goal, things to look forward to.

I used to think that having everything scheduled to a tee was something I would struggle with, but I quickly learned that I actually thrived on it. Having everything set out, trying to figure out how to push myself to be better and better during every single training session. In the beginning, I could feel how my body was changing. I could feel myself becoming more competent, a better player. On the field, I was getting faster, better at tackling and at defending the ball.

I still remember my first match for the Vikings. My jangled nerves for the hours before. I could barely hold down any food. I didn’t really know any of my teammates then and I wished I had somebody to talk to.

Or, rather, I wished that the person I wanted to speak to wanted to speak to me too.

But I had pushed through the nerves and even scored a goal. Afterwards, the girls from the team cheered at how well I had played, and we had gone out for drinks to celebrate. Not just the match that we had won, but my first match with them. I thought then that this was it. That was going to be my life going forward, and everything would be OK.

But it wasn’t just about the game. My naive young self couldn’t have even comprehended back then all of the other stuff. The things that I don’t miss at all. Like the crowd jeering at me during every game, which I tried so hard to tune out. The journalists with their probing questions. The videos that captured me in my worst moments and spread like wildfire. The comments …

My phone buzzes, pulling me out of my thoughts. I tug it close to me, wondering if I have snoozed my alarm instead of turning it off. But what I actually see is a text from Isabel.

Isabel: Good morning

Isabel: I know you’re seeing these texts and one of these days you’re going to have to get up off your ass and start talking to me again!!!

I sigh, resting my forefinger on the notifications to swipe them away and forget about them until the next time Isabel texts. But it’s been two whole weeks and Isabel hasn’t let up.

I thought it would be easy to cut off all my ties to football. I’d had a brief farewell ‘party’ with most of the girls from my team, opposing teams, and more – if drinks at a cheap local bar could be referred to as a party. They hadn’t asked many questions about my decision to retire, though they’d said they’d miss me over and over again. Afterwards, I’d swiftly exited all of our group chats and I thought that was that.

But Isabel has texted me every single day. I probably shouldn’t be surprised, considering how close we’ve got over the past few years, but I also wasn’t sure if I could bear to keep in touch with her. It reminded me too much of everything that I’ve lost out on. Which is exactly why I’ve been deleting all the message notifications from her. I’ve been leaving her on read. I figured after a couple of days, she’d tire of me ignoring her and write me off as a lost cause. But Isabel just hasn’t been getting the message.

Which is why I hesitate with her text today. She’s right – if she persists, one of these days I will have to start talking to her again. There’s only so long that I can ignore her, and every time she texts to say good morning, and ask about how I’m doing, and how my parents are, and what it’s like being back home, I feel this tightness in my chest.

Sitting up in bed, I rub sleep out of my eyes. Instead of deleting the notification, my fingers go to the on-screen keyboard, typing an answer.

Maya: You are seriously persistent

Isabel’s reply comes lightning fast, like she’s been sitting by her phone, waiting for my reply.

Isabel: Hallelujah! She’s alive!

Isabel: Please tell me you haven’t been rotting away in bed and ignoring everyone for the past two weeks

It’s eerie how well she knows me, but, in truth, Isabel was really the only person on the team who got me. It helped that she was Latina, which meant that often we were up against the same kind of problems. We talked about how the media seemed to have a grudge against us, and how even our ‘fans’ were quick to criticise us in a way that they never did the white players.

Maya: I’ve just needed time to myself. I still need some time to myself.

Isabel’s reply comes more slowly this time. I can see her typing, stopping, typing, stopping. Like she’s carefully choosing her words.

Isabel: Maya … I know it’s been hard for you. And if you need to not talk to me for a while, I get that. But I’m here, whenever you need someone to talk to. You know that. Crossing the Atlantic Ocean doesn’t mean you get rid of me. It’s not going to be that easy.

I smile, and the movement almost feels unnatural. I can’t remember the last time that I’ve smiled or laughed, or felt anything but an overwhelming sense of anguish. I miss Isabel, I miss my team. I miss my schedules and my training, and I miss football. But maybe being back home doesn’t just have to be me going over my failures all day, every day.

Maybe it’s time to start picking up the pieces again.



Chapter 3

Dina

I think about what Deen said while I cycle home from the restaurant, but I can’t really wrap my head around the idea of being a coach. It’s been so long since I’ve even touched a football. Whatever skill I thought I had has probably dissipated into thin air, and Jen likely knows that. She must have only mentioned the assistant coach position because she was making small talk and didn’t know what else to talk about.

Yeah, that was definitely it.

I lock up my bike inside the foyer of the building before making my way up to my apartment. Outside the door, I can hear the mumble of The Warm Up, a sports talk show that Thea and I sometimes watch together. But when I step inside, my flatmates, Thea and Aisha, are in the sitting room watching what seems to be a very dry documentary about hairdressing – something that neither of them has ever expressed much interest in.

‘Hey!’ Thea says cheerfully over her shoulder.

‘Hi …’ I mumble, taking off my shoes and making my way towards the sitting room. ‘What are you guys watching?’

‘Oh, it’s just background noise,’ Aisha says, turning away from the TV and towards me, a bright smile pasted on her face. ‘We were just, you know, having a catch-up.’

‘Oh. Is there any good gossip that I’ve missed?’

‘Um …’ Aisha and Thea exchange a glance between them.

‘My co-worker – the really annoying one who I’m convinced is the office lunch thief? She got engaged!’ Thea offers.

‘Oh …’ I’m not really sure how to respond to that revelation considering Thea has only mentioned this co-worker a couple of times offhandedly.

‘Uh, and they just opened this new restaurant like ten minutes away from where I work. We should go there for brunch sometime,’ Aisha says enthusiastically.

‘What’s the place called?’

‘Um …’

‘What kind of food do they have?’

‘I want to say … Mexican?’ Aisha says.

‘OK, what is going on?’ I ask, frowning at Aisha and Thea. ‘Neither of these things is gossip, and why did you change the channel when I walked in the door?’

‘We didn’t do that,’ Thea says a little too fast, while Aisha shoots her a glare.

‘I could hear the talk show from outside. Is there some big scandal running through the football community or something?’

Aisha and Thea exchange another look, before Aisha reluctantly picks up the remote by her side and flicks the channel back to The Warm Up. Erica Hadley and Karl Griffin are sitting across from each other on their comfy green couches as usual, but on the side is a blown-up picture of none other than her.

Maya Alam.

My mouth dries up just at the sight of her in her green football shirt, her black hair tied back in a ponytail out of her eyes. Dark brown eyes looking straight at me as if they can see through me. Even though she’s just an image on the TV, my heartbeat quickens. For a moment, it feels like she’s right there in front of me, in my tiny living room.

It takes a minute for me to even register the conversation that Erica and Karl are having.

‘I think it came as a shock to everyone, especially given how well she has been doing over the past few years. Nobody could have expected that she would go into early retirement,’ Erica says.

‘Right. I think just a few months ago, we were discussing that she might be one of the players we’re seeing a lot of during the transfer market. She has – well, had – a lot of potential,’ Karl says in agreement.

‘There were a few incidents, though, and it’s not like she has endeared anyone to her with her prickly attitude. Could that be part of the reason why she has decided to retire?’

‘Was she forced into it, do you think?’ Karl asks, leaning forwards towards Erica, like she has some great insight into Maya Alam’s life.

‘We heard that she’s moved back,’ Aisha says, looking at me tentatively. ‘But it’s probably temporary, and you’ll probably never even see her. I mean—’

But I don’t wait to hear any more of Thea’s or Aisha’s consolations. Instead, I turn around and head into my bedroom, slamming the door shut behind me.

I should have just left it alone, let them talk about co-worker engagements and brunch spots that they clearly know nothing about. The last thing I want to think about is Maya Alam. The last thing I want to do is run into her again. But if she’s moved back here, I don’t know how that won’t happen. And with my life currently in shambles, seeing me at my worst will probably be like a victory lap for Maya.

A buzzing in my pocket pulls me out of my thoughts momentarily. I slip my phone out to find a message notification. From Jen.

Jen: Hey Dina! Hope this is still your number, it’s been so long since I’ve texted you. Anyway, I just wanted to say how nice it was to see you today and sorry for the girls making such a mess of your family’s restaurant! About the coach position … I know you probably have better things to do, but if it’s ever something that takes your fancy, please let me know.

I think back to Deen, and to Maya’s picture on the TV.

Then I text Jen back.

‘They can be a bit of a handful,’ Jen says the next day. We’re sat across from each other in a small corner coffee shop by Victoria Park. I used to come here all the time with Maya, but I try not to think too much about that. ‘You saw yourself at your restaurant the other day. But they’re great kids all the same, and I think you’re the perfect person to get through to them.’

I chew on my lips. When I texted Jen last night asking about the assistant coach position, I was fuelled by my resentment for Maya. But now, in the cold light of day, I am rethinking the whole thing. I haven’t played football in almost a decade. And I’ve never coached before, or even been a team leader for anything, let alone of a group of teenage girls. I don’t know what I was thinking in entertaining the idea of being a coach.

‘I don’t have any experience,’ I say. ‘I mean, I last played football … so long ago.’ And it didn’t end well, I think to myself but don’t say aloud.

‘Yeah, but it’s kind of like riding a bike.’ Jen shrugs. ‘I know you haven’t forgotten all the ins and outs of it. You were one of the best players on the team, Dina. The position is yours, if you want it. And I really hope that you’ll take it.’ Jen looks at me with so much pride in her eyes that I’m not sure how I can turn her down.

It was definitely a bad idea to meet up to discuss the coaching position. If we had had this conversation over the phone, I wouldn’t have to deal with the weight of her crushing disappointment. There’s a part of me that wants to say yes to her desperately – of course, there is. Since seeing Jen at the restaurant, I’ve been wondering what it would look like if I went back to football. But there’s that other part of me, the one that’s always whispering at the back of my head, that can’t stop reminding me of what a disaster football had been in the end. How I had promised myself that I would never, ever go back to it.

 ‘I don’t know Jen,’ I mumble, staring into the depths of my coffee, and trying to think of a way that I can let her down gently. I just need to explain to her that I’m not the Dina she remembers. That I’m not that girl who used to leap out of bed in the morning thinking about football practice. Who went to bed thinking about strategies and tactics. Who practised drills in the park by her house until dusk.

It’s as I’m trying to come up with my reasons and excuses that the doors to the cafe open and a figure strolls in, looking around the shop. I’m hoping against all hope that it’s not her because it can’t be her. But I know that it is, because I’d recognise her anywhere. We spent the best part of our teenage years together, after all. Playing football together in Bethnal Green gardens, sharing the same earphones to listen to the latest Breaking Benjamin album, feeling like we had everything figured out when we had nothing figured out.

She doesn’t seem to take notice of me and Jen. Instead, her eyes are glued to her phone, even as she marches forwards. I know that I should look away. Maybe duck my face and hide, but I can’t stop staring at her.

Because she’s Maya Alam, the bane of my existence. The reason for my heartbreak. The reason for all my heartbreak. The one person that I never want to think about, and never wanted to see again. But also somehow the one person that I can never seem to escape; definitely not in my thoughts and now, apparently, not even in reality.

For a moment, I’m sure that she’ll go right past us. That we’ll be like ships passing at night. And I prepare for just that, looking back towards Jen just as Maya approaches, closing my eyes and pretending that she’s not there, that I can’t already smell the familiar scent of her; it may be cloaked by her perfume – something citrusy – but there’s the undertone of earthiness that’s all Maya. It makes me a little light-headed.

But then Maya bumps right into me, almost sending me stumbling off my chair. Her phone falls to the ground with a loud clatter.

‘Oh my God, I am so, so sorry,’ Maya starts, even as she follows up her apology with a string of curses under her breath as she ducks for her phone on the ground. ‘I wasn’t looking where I was going and—’

It’s only then that her eyes seem to land on me and there’s a flicker of recognition in her dark brown eyes.

‘Dina.’ Her voice is barely a whisper as she says my name. It should fill me with rage, how casually she says it. Instead, it sends a jolt of electricity through me. Because nobody else says my name quite like that.

Thankfully, before I lose all my sense of self, Jen comes to my rescue.

‘Maya!’ she exclaims, a smile breaking out on her face.

I look down at my coffee, trying to get my heartbeat under control.

‘Jen … hi.’ Maya sounds strained, and when I glance up, I notice that Jen has leapt up from her chair to wrap Maya in a hug.

‘I’d heard that you were back. How have you been?’

‘Yeah, good,’ Maya says. She glances at me, and I look away once more. At the walls of the cafe, at my coffee mug, at the blue-and-white tiled floor. Anywhere but at Maya. ‘How are you? What have you been up to?’

‘I’m doing good, I’ve been bouncing around between a few things,’ Jen says. ‘Now I’m actually running a youth football club for the council.’ Jen turns to me, and I can sense her next line coming. The assistant coach position that we’re discussing. With Maya here now, maybe I’m not Jen’s only option anymore. Unlike me, Maya was a professional football player. And even if coaching a council team is probably beneath her after all the flash and pomp of her career, what if Jen offered it to her? The thought makes my stomach sink.

‘Dina and I were actually just—’ Jen begins, but I cut in before she can finish.

‘Talking about the team. I’m the assistant coach. Just started.’ I can’t really avoid looking at Maya anymore. My eyes flicker up, meeting hers. I try to keep my expression unchanged, but the sight of her makes my stomach lurch and my mouth dry up. I can’t figure out what emotion I’m even feeling – anger, guilt, or the resurfacing of old feelings that definitely should not be resurfacing? I’m not sure which one would be the worst.

It’s been nine years since I saw Maya in the flesh, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t seen her. As much as I’ve tried to avoid any news about her since she left, I’ve stumbled across photos of her in newspapers and magazines, glanced at her interviews, and even caught glimpses of her matches. She always looks different in them. Kind of fake, filtered and airbrushed. Here, she looks more like the Maya that I used to know, the one that I have missed all these years. Her black hair has only grown longer over the years, and now it looks slightly dishevelled. She’s wearing a simple T-shirt and jeans, like she’s just thrown it together, but the clothes cling to her in just the right way.

‘Oh, cool,’ Maya says. Her eyes snap back to Jen.

Jen looks between the two of us and I don’t know if she can read something in the air between us. I don’t know how she would when I don’t even know what it is. I want to be angry at Maya, want to hate her with every fibre of my being, but the sight of her has made me thaw a little. Made all our memories of the past come rushing back.

‘I know you’ve just returned from your whirlwind football career. The football clubs here must be going crazy for you,’ Jen says.

Maya smiles, but even I can tell that it feels a bit forced. There’s something different about her – there’s less of that haughty fierceness that she used to have when we were younger. It’s been replaced by a strange kind of coldness. I wonder if this is what Erica and Karl were talking about in The Warm Up.

‘Yeah. Um …’ Maya’s eyes flicker down to her phone screen, the one that she seems to be holding in a death grip. ‘I should actually get going, leave you guys to it,’ Maya says. ‘It
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