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Prologue

Ten years ago


‘Goal!’


The crowd roar wildly. The home team fans are cheering, proudly clad in their team’s distinctive orange colours, while the away team groans into their hands, lowering their blue scarves.


None are more engrossed than two girls, stood side-by-side on their tip-toes so they can see all the action. Their names are Adriana Summers and Maeve Murphy, and they are thirteen years old although Adriana would insist that she’s actually thirteen and five months and two days, whereas Maeve is basically fourteen. They are wearing their homemade orange kits and matching tiger face paint to support their team: the Manchester Tigresses. But apart from their identical outfits, the girls couldn’t seem more different from each other.


Adriana is the shorter of the two, with a mane of bright red curly hair that she has attempted to tie some of it up into plaited cat ears on the top of her head. The effect – if rather messy – is adorable. She is football mad, whooping and dancing in delight at the goal, shouting praise to her beloved team on the pitch below, and highfiving the crowd around them. Victory is now secured with an unassailable 3-1 lead and only a few minutes of the game left.


Maeve, on the other hand, couldn’t have neater hair with her slicked back blonde ponytail, presumably tied by her mother, who has her arms folded behind them. Maeve notes details of the goal carefully in her little bulging notebook. She has recorded the results from every game she’s been to, as well as keeping the ticket stubs, and a few precious autographs of players she admires.


‘What a goal!’ Adriana squeals to Maeve. ‘Dimdore is so cool! And that pass to Miles was crazy! It’s like they are psychic or something. They must be best friends!’


Maeve nods with a grin.


Having met a few months ago at Manchester’s competitive Youth Football Academy, Adriana and Maeve have, to everyone’s surprise, become best friends themselves.


Despite their physical differences and contrasting personalities, they seem to be tuned to the same telepathic frequency somehow. They just get each other. Trust each other. Love each other. And that carries over onto the pitch. They have this almost magical, uncanny ability to know what each other is thinking. Adriana would lob the ball seemingly to nobody, only to be met by Maeve’s waiting boot because she’d anticipated Adriana’s pass and made the run to be on the end of it.


‘The Swans shouldn’t have let that through,’ Maeve shakes her head. ‘Their defense is sloppy today. Pitts should have tackled to clear the danger instead of letting Fry put that ball into the box.’


‘Hey,’ Adriana laughs, giving her a playful nudge, ‘whose side are you on?’


Maeve’s normally stoic demeanor loosens a little at her friend’s teasing, and she giggles along with her.


Maeve has previously struggled to make friends, so this sisterhood feels overwhelmingly precious to her. After all, Adriana’s undoubtedly the most popular girl in the Academy, with all the girls, who love her sunny good-humour and endless team-spirit, and with the boys, who keep getting their first crushes on her sparkling sky-blue eyes and freckled button nose. She flirts breezily right back to any of the cute ones, especially when it leads to them being distracted before then beating them resoundingly on the field.


In fact, there is a boy from the Under 14s in the stands behind them, who now tugs on Adriana’s hair to try to get her attention.


‘Nice ears,’ he scoffs, turning to his friends, who seem amazed at his confidence.


‘I know,’ Adriana shrugs, unrattled. ‘Are you literally pulling my pigtails, Jeffers? Can you not think of a better way to flirt than boys in primary school?’


He blushes.


‘Try again when you have come up with better moves,’ she winks. ‘Maybe then I’ll flirt back.’


She leaves him scarlet, and turns back to Maeve as if nothing happened, who is just in awe at her friend’s unshakeable confidence.


None of the boys ever bother Maeve in this way. Maeve would say it is because she isn’t as pretty or charming as her friend, but Adriana would say it’s because they’re a) all too intimidated by her, and b) they maybe somehow sense she’s not interested in them, even if Adriana is the only person Maeve has explicitly come out to so far. Even that wasn’t planned. It was only because when discussing which footballers they had crushes on one night, Adriana had noticed Maeve was particularly quiet, and then Adriana had guessed, ‘Megan Rapinoe?’ Maeve had blushed from her ears to her toes, and nodded. It was one of the couple of risks that Maeve has only been able to take because Adriana makes her feel so accepted and loved.


It isn’t that Maeve is ashamed of being gay, if anybody had pressed her about it. Other people are out at school and it isn’t a big deal – in fact, Maeve admires their openness – but she can’t bear the thought of having that kind of conversation with her mum. Her mum has told her she isn’t allowed to date while she’s at school, claiming it would distract her from her exams and getting a sports scholarship to a top university. And the thought of talking at all about s-e-x with her mum, makes Maeve want to peel her own skin off. So she keeps it shoved deep down inside her, along with every other feeling that her mum would think was a distraction, like her anger, her sadness, and her joy.


‘The Tigresses are the best,’ sighs Adriana happily. ‘Moo, we have to play for them, when we’re older. Urgh, but maybe it’d be too much work. Maybe I’m not the right fit for the team. I’m not as good as you.’


‘You absolutely are,’ Maeve jumps in to reassure her. ‘And I’m not just saying that because you’re my best friend. You just need to keep training, and not get distracted. Work isn’t always a bad thing, Sunny.’


That’s the thing about their friendship. No one ever takes Adriana seriously, they only ever see her as a fun, good-time girl. But Maeve encourages Adriana to go after what she wants, and to keep trying. Maeve helps Adriana push herself, and Adriana helps Maeve loosen up which means that together, they’re both flourishing.


‘Lets do it,’ Adriana vows. ‘Promise.’


She holds out a little finger. Maeve studies it with utmost seriousness. ‘You mean, pinky promise to get chosen at the end of the Academy to play for the Manchester Tigresses?’


‘Uh huh.’


‘We’ll have to work really hard. We’ll have to be the best.’


‘We can do it, if we do it together,’ Adriana tells her. ‘Easy peasy.’


Maeve nudges her head towards where the boys were behind them.


‘And we won’t let any stupid boys get in our way?’


Adriana nudges Maeve’s elbow, waggling her eyebrows. ‘Or any girls.’ She adds with a whisper.


Maeve’s head twists quickly to look at her mum.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ Adriana mimes zipping her mouth, then wiggles her ceremonial pinky finger.


Maeve smiles a rare toothy grin at Adriana. Neither of them can think of anything better in the whole world than playing football with their best friend so they eagerly pinky swear.


And afterwards, when the Tigresses continued their winning streak and went on to lift the title that year, Maeve and Adriana always secretly believed that somehow, their promise helped.







Chapter 1 Adriana


Now


‘Shit shit shit shit shit!’


Adriana groans.


Her phone is buzzing, adding a corresponding throb to her headache. Maeve is calling her. Even in the headshot that she uses for her caller ID, Maeve looks responsible and professional. Adriana can just picture her dutiful frown if she were to see her own smudged hungover face right now. It’s 7.32, and morning training starts at 8 a.m. sharp, and Adriana is in some strange bed in– wait, where is she exactly?


She looks around her, blinking at the unfamiliar blue-grey walls.


It’s a nice place, she’ll give whoever-he-is that. Swanky. That would make sense, as it starts to come back to her that this guy had bought her very nice cocktails last night. No wonder she got drunker than she’d previously promised – she can never resist a negroni on someone else’s money. His houseplants are actually alive and thriving (unlike in her own flat), and everything is neat and orderly (ditto), with no clothes strewn on the floor except her own. But the spot in the silky bed next to her is empty.


Maybe he’s already done a runner. That’d be ironic because normally it’s Adriana who runs out to go to training, without leaving her number to the guy she’s brought home the night before.


But last night, Drunk-Adriana must have been having so much fun that she had forgotten to set herself an adequate alarm. It’s only with Maeve calling her that she has any chance of making it to training this morning. Thank God for Maeve, she thinks before leaping up but her head kicks back in anger at her sudden jolt. Wow, today’s training session is going to be a really painful one.


Hungover-Adriana sprints around the unfamiliar room, picking up her things from the floor like she’s doing a fiendish warm-up exercise with squats and jumps. There’s her bright blue lacey bra and pants among the bed sheets, her sparkly mini-dress in the corner, and one way-too-tall platform heel by the monstera…


None of these items of clothing will be at all appropriate for running around the pitch in twenty minutes time. They were barely appropriate on the dancefloor last night – which is what was so fun about wearing them. It had been a long week of training where their coach had seemed off with them, and then last night it was her teammate Elisa’s birthday, so of course Adriana had rallied a group of them to go out to their local pub. One thing led to another (or one pub led to a bar… which led to a club…). But Adriana has no regrets. She loves to work hard, play harder.


She’s just searching for her other shoe – distracted by the stacks of books overflowing from the bookshelves onto the floor, when in her periphery a shadow appears in the doorway.


Oh my God, there’s a man! This shouldn’t really surprise her, a man does kind of usually come with the territory of a one-night-stand’s bedroom, and yet it still somehow always does give her a shock to see him in the cold light of day rather than the darkness of the club.


Adriana freezes, crouched, as she looks up at him.


Well damn, she can’t fault Drunk-Adriana’s taste.


This man is toweringly tall, probably at least six foot three, with broad shoulders and toned arms. His hair is a golden brown, and he’s clean-shaven over his square jaw, with a hint of light stubble from the morning. He’s carrying two ceramic mugs of steaming coffee. And he’s also very, very naked.


Adriana gulps. Suddenly she’s remembering more of what they did last night, and exactly how good it was.


‘Good morning, Addy,’ the man grins, his voice is low and assured, and it sounds like it belongs on adverts for luxury cars, cologne, watches. That voice could sell her anything. ‘I know you can’t stay, but I thought this might help you get up. You mentioned last night you like mochas so I’ve taken the liberty–’


‘Oh!’ she smiles and gets to her feet, reaching out for the coffee. ‘Thank you, that’s so sweet.’


As they toast their mugs, their eyes meet. He had glasses on last night, she remembers hazily, but without them now she clearly sees the detail of their hazel colours – the same chocolate brown as her mocha, mixed within a calming, earthy green. Despite his otherwise unsmiling expression, they have a twinkle of humour in them.


Adriana racks her brain to try to recall his name. James? No, that’s not right but J-a seems right. They’d met when Adriana was saying goodnight to the others. While she’d debated whether to order her own taxi, her eyes had landed on his, already looking at her from across the bar. It was hardly the first time Adriana had fancied a stranger in a bar, but as she looks into his eyes now, she remembers the unfamiliar jolting feeling she’d had last night too – a strange sense that she’d met him before. She remembers suddenly that she had in fact said this to him last night, when she’d walked over to him. He had raised an eyebrow, asking if that was a pick-up line.


‘I’d definitely remember if we’d met before,’ he had said. ‘But how about we make sure this isn’t the last time?’


Adriana’s phone buzzes angrily again, pulling her out of the moment.


‘Oh God,’ she groans. ‘I gotta go, I’m sorry, Jake.’


‘It’s Jacob.’ He mutters, folding his arms defensively across his bare torso.


She winces. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry, that’s embarrassing.’


There’s an awkward silence between them for a second, Adriana wobbling on her one shoe, wondering how to say, in case she hadn’t last night, that she won’t be seeing him again.


‘Well, look I had a lot of fun last night. Like, a lot.’


‘But not enough to want to see me again?’ He cuts in.


She glances up at him. His tone is neutral.


‘It’s not personal,’ she shrugs. ‘I just, you know, have my rules.’


‘Oh, I know,’ says Jacob. ‘You made it very clear last night. You told me approximately twenty-five times that you are not looking for anything serious.’


‘It’s not just not anything serious.’ Adriana explains defensively. ‘It’s one night only. No rematches.’


‘Sure,’ Jacob takes a sip of his coffee. ‘Just seems like a bit of a stupid rule to me.’


‘How dare you!’ she says, hands on her hips. ‘You don’t even know me!’


‘But I’m telling you I want to,’ says Jacob calmly. ‘How could I know you, if you insist on this ridiculous one-night only policy?’


She shakes her head.


‘Listen Jacob, this was fun. Really fun. Like, best one-night stand of my life kind of fun. Let’s not spoil it now, okay? You can just think of me fondly as a fun memory.’


She thought the sexual compliment – which happens to be true – would please Jacob enough that he’d let her go, but instead it seems to have made him even grumpier somehow. As the world’s biggest people pleaser, Adriana hates leaving someone displeased with her, especially someone who seems, beneath that sarcastic exterior, to be a sweet guy. But she just needs to get out of here.


‘Now, where the hell is my–’


‘Looking for this, Cinderella?’


Adriana realises he’s holding up her missing shoe.


He puts the shoe in front of her, and as she slips her foot in it, he kneels before her, helping tie the strap round her ankle.


‘Thank you, Prince Charming.’


Their eyes meet again, and Adriana has another unfamiliar twist in her chest. For the first time, she has a pang of doubt about her no repeats rule.


But no, no, she tells herself, it’s not that deep. It must just be the caffeine rush from the mocha, and her being swayed by how good he looks, naked, kneeling before her so attentively.


‘Just remember that you do have my number,’ he says softly. ‘If you ever change your mind.’


Instead, she ruffles his hair, and then skips towards the door.


‘See you round, Jake.’ She winks, this time doing it on purpose.


As the door closes behind her, the last thing she hears is him muttering under his breath, ‘It’s Jacob.’
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Traffic is terrible!!!


Adriana lies in the team group chat, hastily typing out a message and hoping they buy her excuse as to why she’s running late.


I should be there in 5 though!!! So sorry!!!


She doesn’t know why she bothers to maintain the ruse, really, especially as the drinks had started as a celebration for her teammate’s birthday. But it’s the principle of the thing. Maeve hadn’t come out with them last night – she barely drinks, even when they’re between seasons, and clubs aren’t her thing. Despite Maeve sometimes suggesting her friend could take training more seriously, Adriana is used to playing hungover now, and convinced she’s just as good as when she’s following Coach’s schedule to the letter.


But this morning, no one replies to her message, not even with a laughing emoji. Not even a knowing hungover emoji from Elisa and the others.


A twinge of hangxiety starts to kick in. Adriana hadn’t meant to make it such a big night last night – she must have got unexpectedly caught up in Jacob, and that addictive swooping in her stomach when they look at each other. And, Adriana tries to justify to herself, she wouldn’t drink if she thought it genuinely affected her ability to play well or, obviously, if the team had a match. But it’s pre-season! And the weather is gloriously sunny! And she had been feeling so cute in her dress and a particularly handsome man wanted to buy her negronis! I mean, what’s a girl to do?


Adriana opens up her private chat with Maeve – in her constantly busy WhatsApp, her chat with Maeve is the only contact she has pinned to the top.


Assuming you’re there already, is everything ok??? Did something happen?? Also, babe, I will owe you 4ever, but I neeeed to borrow your spare kit today PLEASE????


Waiting for you on the corner.


Maeve texts back almost immediately, much to Adriana’s relief.


Adriana leans back in her seat grinning to herself, thanking any and all Gods yet again for her best friend who always comes to her rescue. And so, now, for five whole minutes, she can just chat to her taxi driver – one of her favourite pastimes – telling him all about her date last night.


The memories have all returned to her now, like leaving Jacob’s flat has somehow released them for her. They’d had cocktails across three of Adriana’s favourite bars where he was very generous insisting on paying for all their cocktails. They’d talked about everything and nothing – early on they’d decided not to talk about work, jokingly saying that they didn’t want to have the old date chat where you feel like it isn’t a weekend at all – concentrating more on Adriana recommending places in Manchester to him, as he mentioned he’d only just moved there, that very week in fact.


‘I must say, I’m finding Manchester to be very welcoming so far,’ he’d smiled, before smoothly leaning in to kiss her. Then they’d walked along the water under glowing streetlamps, and got indecently hot and heavy on a public bench, until he’d hastily called them a taxi back to his place, where it turned out he’s just as generous with his tongue.


‘So all in all,’ Adriana smiles, ‘a very, very good evening. So why am I feeling a bit… sad about it?’


Mohammed, the name of the taxi driver she’s quickly befriended, catches her eye in the mirror.


‘Because you liked him? Because you had a nice time and you want to do it again?’


‘Oh sure, I want to do it again, and I’m sure I will – with someone else.’ She sighs. ‘I could do it again tonight if I really wanted to. And okay, sure, he was particularly goodlooking, and interesting, and yes, particularly good in bed. But… ooh, we’re here! Thank you so much, Mohammed,’ she says, tipping him and quickly leaving a five-star review. ‘You literally saved my life.’


‘Just give the man another chance!’ Mohammed calls after her.


Adriana laughs and wishes him a good day, closing the door behind her. She teeters on her heels and pulls the dress barely over her thighs, and when she looks up, she sees an unimpressed Maeve waiting for her.


Maeve looks immaculately put-together and clear-headed as ever, her blonde hair in her high ponytail, her pale face free from make-up. She’s holding out a gym bag of Adriana’s spare kit, and a homemade breakfast smoothie in Adriana’s keep-cup. Adriana got them matching tiger-print ones for Christmas last year, a gesture of thanks to this one of Maeve’s consistent acts of service (and selfishly encouraging her to keep to it). She can always be relied on to bail her out.


‘Oh my actual God,’ Adriana sighs, almost fainting into Maeve’s arms, kissing her cheeks repeatedly. ‘You are literally an angel on earth and I love you so very much.’


‘Get off me,’ Maeve mutters, putting the bag between them. ‘You reek of alcohol and I don’t want Coach to think I was the one being irresponsible last night.’


‘I somehow think that’s unlikely, babe. Also wow, your hair looks good today, did you use a different gel or something? No flyways at all, how do you do it?’ Adriana tries, desperate to get back in her friend’s good books.


Maeve rolls her eyes, but the tips of her ears are a little pink – a sure sign that Maeve’s secretly pleased with the compliment. Unabashed, Adriana puts on her training top and leggings, before slipping on her trainers. She will run to the changing rooms to speed-change properly – it’s one of her great talents and something she’s had a lot of practice of lately.


Adriana puts one hand on her heart and with her other gestures with her pinky.


‘I one hundred per cent pinky promise that I will never ever drink before training ever again.’


Maeve just sighs and puts her arm around her best friend, steering her to the changing room. ‘I would be more likely to believe you if you hadn’t already said that three times in as many weeks.’


‘Have I really been out so much lately?’


Adriana pauses for a moment, her eyes settling guiltily in the middle distance, questioning her life choices. Then she grins. ‘God, I love my life.’
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Five minutes later, Adriana bounds into the locker room, having masterfully changed to cover up last night’s antics.


‘Goooood morning!’ she sings.


She is met with a resounding, tense silence.


Her stomach churns in horror. What did she do wrong? Why today, of all the days she’s been cheekily hungover and late for training, do her teammates hate her for it?


She looks around at her beloved team, arms folded over in their distinctive orange and black kit which gives them their Tigresses team name. Adriana prides herself on her ability to read a room, and right now her eyes are skimming like she’s taking in a whole novel at a time. As she follows everyone’s eyeline, she realises they’re staring at Kevin, the assistant coach?


‘You just missed an announcement,’ he sighs, finally breaking the quiet.


‘I’d hardly call it an announcement,’ mutters Milo, one of the Tigress’s forwards. Milo has always had a complete disrespect for authority.


‘Well, a pre-announcement, then,’ Kevin backtracks. ‘An announcement of an announcement.’


‘Oh my God,’ says Adriana, ‘the transfer window literally just opened, do we already have news of a new player coming in? Or has an offer come in to tempt someone away?’


Adriana looks to Maeve, who, as club captain and their star player, she thinks is the most likely candidate for being poached by another team. Perhaps she would even be targeted by the Women’s Super League, the tier above them in the Northern Division National League. Maeve shakes her head imperceptibly.


Kevin coughs, trying to regain some dignity among the frustrated team.


‘The club has been sold!’ he announces. ‘We have a new owner! We have been bought by the Astor family!’


Kevin is really trying to sell it as if it’s good news, but it isn’t at all convincing.


‘Astor? As in the owner of that tech company?’


‘Mark Astor, yes, that’s right. He’s a huge football fan, apparently. He’s bought the Manchester Tigers and Tigresses as an investment.’


‘Oh…’ Adriana doesn’t like to concern herself with the money side of football – she only cares about the people, and the game itself. ‘So what does that actually mean for us? Like, do we get more equipment? They’re not changing the kit again are they? I love our tiger stripes…’


‘The new owner is also bringing in a new manager.’ Maeve tells her in a low tense voice.


All the alcohol from last night twists and spins in Adriana’s stomach, like she’s back writhing on the dance floor.


‘A… a new manager? Now? But what about Pappi?’ Adriana bites her lip. She can imagine Maeve’s glare without needing to see it. ‘I mean, what about Coach Fernandez?’


Behind his back, the Tigresses affectionately refer to their coach Pablo Fernandez as Pappi, due to an old in-joke of him bringing his three children to their first training session, as well as his kindly, paternal approach to training them. But Adriana would never normally say this in front of Kevin. She must be flustered, and she realises needs to take a breath before she speaks next time to censor herself.


‘Alongside meeting your new manager, Coach Fernandez is going to come and talk to you this morning to announce his… retirement,’ says Kevin.


Milo rolls their eyes and scoffs indignantly, ‘He’s been sacked.’


‘Sacked? You can’t sack Pappi!’


The players around Adriana snicker, then laugh at her outburst and Adriana can’t help grinning at the sound. She definitely thinks it’s worth the embarrassment to lighten the tension a bit in this room. Other people’s tension messes way too much with her own nervous system and she doesn’t like the idea of anyone being upset.


Sure, there is actually a part of Adriana which is excited about the thought of meeting this exciting new coach, and proving herself by charming them. But it feels like she only just got to know Pappi and his systems. He’s been the coach of the Tigresses for five years now, which is a pretty long time for a coach in football, but she only joined the team two years ago, with Maeve here a little before her. The first year felt like such a steep learning curve for her, getting to know everyone, getting used to the rhythm and routine, but in the past year, she feels that both her and the team have really found their groove. This season they were hoping that this solid, secure base would finally pay off onto improvements on the pitch in the off-season to build ready for next year and a potential promotion push.


Frankly, their track record isn’t brilliant right now. Adriana, of course, firmly believes they are all talented players, truly with the potential to move to the top of the league table. Of course, Adriana believes all of her friends have the potential to be the best in the entire world. But so far that hasn’t exactly been, umm, translating into tangible results on the pitch. She feels sure that with just a bit more time, now that they’re all a bit more familiar with each other and if they didn’t have any big upheavals…


Her body is pumping out adrenalin. Adriana is fine with change in theory, especially if it’s the fun kind of change – a new challenge in training, or new club night, or handsome stranger to seduce – but it will all depend on what the new coach is like.


However, not everyone on the team likes change.


Adriana glances up at her best friend, whose jaw is tightly clenched. Oh God, poor Maeve. Adriana remembers when she got stressed for weeks after they changed the football kit (and that was just from black stripes on light orange to black stripes on… dark orange). Hell, Maeve got stressed when Müller changed the recipe for their high-protein yoghurt. As Maeve is their captain, she’ll be expected to work even more closely with the new manager than the rest of them, and set an example on the pitch, being a leader to her teammates.


Adriana longs to give her friend a huge supportive hug – even if Maeve would probably shrug her off because she thinks the dressing room is in their workplace, and therefore a place they need to be professional.


‘Who is it?’ Adriana asks, realising nobody has posed the question. ‘Who is our new manager?’


‘Kevin hasn’t told us yet,’ Nat, another midfield player replies, arms folded.


‘Enjoying the suspense, are you, Kevin?’ Milo goads him. ‘Does it make you feel powerful?’


Kevin looks at the large stopwatch dangling around his neck.


‘Well,’ he mumbles, awkwardly adjusting his jacket. ‘I can tell you that you are all scheduled to go and meet her in five minutes. Pitch one, chop chop.’


Milo throws their hands up. ‘I bet the men’s team don’t have to put up with this kind of bullshit.’


Adriana nods in agreement, almost despite herself. Adriana isn’t a huge fan of Kevin because he hit on her after training in her first week at the club. It’s not that she isn’t used to getting hit on, thank you very much, but come on! Time and place! It makes her feel like he sees the women’s team as a group of potential dates, not as professionals, and she knows it’s not how her male counterparts are treated. Besides, even if she fancied Kevin (which she doesn’t, he’s nearly ten years older than her and way too laddish) she wouldn’t sleep with someone that she works with. Not only would that be a slippery slope nepotism wise, but it would be way harder to never see a man again if she works with him, and that could lead to sleeping together more, and that would be against her ‘no repeats’ policy, which is working so well for her. Free and easy, that’s what Adriana wants. That’s what Adriana is sure she needs.


The thought of ‘no repeats’ reminds her of last night. She wonders what her fond nickname will be for him, when she’s laughing about it later with her friends, to show it meant nothing to her and she’s proudly not caught any feelings. Jacob-not-Jake? Prince Charming? No, that makes it sound way too romantic. Maybe to make light of it, he should simply be ‘Great Bum Guy’…


As the squad around her start trooping down to the training pitch, Adriana shakes her head unable to believe she’s thinking about some random man she’ll never see again when her precious team are going through a big change. She needs to snap out of it and get her head in the game to make a good impression on the new coach.


Adriana is worried about the way this tension is showing the cracks in the team. Milo, Nat and Liv are muttering mutinously together, and the birthday girl Elisa (their first-choice goalkeeper) is looking morose. And worst of all is Maeve, sweet Maeve, who is looking an odd shade of light green. Adriana has a chance to squeeze her friend’s elbow to show her support as Maeve’s face softens for a moment, glancing down at her, although they don’t have a chance to have a proper pep talk. Adriana tries to put all her love and support and pride for her friend into her smile back at her, in an attempt to let her know that everything is going to be alright. But the truth is – as the doors open onto the pitch to meet their new coach – she doesn’t know if it will be.







Chapter 2 Maeve


Maeve takes another quick sip from her water bottle. She’s hoping no one can tell she’s feeling sick.


It’s not that she’s sad about Coach Fernandez leaving, she tries to convince herself. No, she has a professional respect for him, as is only appropriate for someone who has led her team, and bestowed her the honour of club captain. But it would be weak of her to be sad. Captains can’t wallow. What is important is what the change in management will mean for the prospects of the team going forwards.


Of course, Adriana won’t be thinking about all this, she’s probably just worried about how Pappi’s going to spend his retirement with his kids, or thinking about whatever – or whoever – she was getting up to last night. But Adriana’s always found meeting new people to be easy, and she had Coach Fernandez wrapped around her little finger – who else would have accepted her frequent lateness and hangovers? Maeve has always found it harder to get people on side. The only thing she can rely on is her skill, and right now, she’s feeling like the biggest imposter to ever infiltrate a professional women’s team.


The truth is that Maeve’s scared. She has been ever since she joined the Tigresses. She’s scared shitless of messing up, of being shown to be a failure, and being found out. But she can’t let that on. The captain should be a fearless, brave leader, setting an example for the rest of the team. Fortunately, Maeve is well-practiced at pretending to be fine so nobody knows what’s really going on.


She pulls her shoulders back.


‘Come on team,’ she says. Her voice is low and barely raised, but everyone shushes immediately anyway, even Milo. ‘Only one chance to make a good first impression.’


God, she sounds like her mother. But there’s no time to think about that now.


The door from the meeting rooms opens, and three people emerge from the corridor and stride onto the pitch before them.


It reminds Maeve of watching football games with her dad, when she was little. The thrill of watching the players jog into the stadium through the tunnel, the anticipation of kick-off building. And like how usually they would be flanked by mascots, Kevin is there, like the player escort between the two of them. Try-hard Kevin just highlights how the two people on his either side ooze confidence and authority.


There’s Coach Fernandez, usually the most quietly confident man in any room, looking a little dimmed today. It’s understandable, Maeve reminds herself. She wonders how recently Coach found out about his forced retirement if the club wanted to bring a new manager in. He’s been hiding it well up to now, but now his head is dipped, and Meave notices for the first time that he’s got a small patch of balding on the top of his head, like a too-sharply mown patch of grass in the centre of the field. Her heart pines with affection for him. In reaction, she impulsively punches her chest a little, as if she’d just had heartburn. She won’t let herself pity her coach. She won’t have that disrespect for him by looking down on him after what he’s achieved.


And the truth is, it’s hard to pay attention to her coach – or she supposes she should think of him as ex-coach now – next to the woman standing beside him.


Maeve recognises her, of course. She sees it as an important duty as a player to have a fastidious knowledge of all the important figures in the game, from managers and assistant managers to even those politicians gifted the most corporate hospitality from the club. Besides, Women’s Football isn’t that huge a network – if you’ve played as much as Maeve has over the years, who has been a consistently called-up player in all of the teams she’s played in for the near-fifteen years she’s been playing football. But even if Maeve hadn’t done her homework, she would recognise their new coach. Everyone here does, hence why everyone around her is standing open-mouthed and more alertly than usual. Because their new coach is Serena Hoffman.


Serena Hoffman was one of the rising stars of her generation of women’s footballers, before a nasty ACL injury during the Euros final ended her playing career when she was only just beginning to hit her peak. But she then directed her ambition and drive into being a coach – as far as Maeve was aware, she most recently had been at the Loughborough Vixens, where she got them promoted.


It’s not merely that Serena is tall – she’s perhaps around Maeve’s own five foot nine – but she carries herself with the confidence of a giant. Maeve would guess she’s in her late thirties, though the only signs of any aging at all are the lines on her tanned face. Her ash-brown hair has a handful of elegant streaks of grey, and is tied back into as tight a high bun to rival Maeve’s own sleek hair. But the first thing that you notice about her is her eyes. Behind simple rimless glasses, they’re sharp, piercing, and silver-grey. They remind Maeve of a sword glinting in the light.


As if feeling Maeve’s gaze, the new coach turns to her. Her stare is as unwavering as a sword too, and Maeve stands immediately to more rigid attention. She feels like a soldier meeting her new commander.


‘Good morning players,’ she says immediately holding their attention. ‘Thank you for joining me. Now, I’m aware that this news has come unexpectedly to you all. But there simply isn’t much time for us to waste on introductions or hand-overs. This has come at a vital time for the future of your team. Of our team. Soon, under my leadership, you will truly be earning your name of the Tigresses.’


But maybe it won’t really be all that much change, Maeve hopes. Maybe Coach Hoffman has the same priorities as Coach Fernandez, and will just continue to keep the players on the same routines that the team – and especially Maeve – have become accustomed to these past months to keep that steady trajectory to build.


‘So the centre of my vision for the team moving forwards is… change.’


So much for that thought then. The knot in Maeve’s stomach tightens painfully.


‘I have of course been studying all your records in advance of meeting you,’ Serena continues, pacing now up and down the line of players, with confident strides. ‘It will be interesting to see how you compare in real life to the stats I know of you. I already have many ideas of which of you will need the most moulding. Let’s see if any of you prove me wrong…’


She stops in front of Maeve.


‘First things first. Let me meet the player who embodies all that’s good about what you do. Captain, step forwards.’


Maeve steps forwards with her hand outstretched.


‘That’s me, Coach. I’m Maeve. Maeve Murphy. Centre-back. It’s an honour to meet you.’


Maeve can’t help the ring of pride of stepping forward as club captain. It’s always been there, since her being bestowed the honour by Coach Fernandez at the beginning of last season, lighting her up from the inside like a coal in a hearth. It’s one of her happiest memories. Adriana had organised surprise drinks at their local pub to celebrate and Maeve had allowed herself a rare glass of Champagne at achieving a step she’d always dreamed of, savouring with her eyes closed the way the golden bubbles had popped on her tongue.


‘Not so fast,’ Serena holds her hand up. ‘I understand that you were the captain under Coach Fernandez. But as much as I respect his judgement–’ she nods her head towards him in a sign of deference that Maeve can’t tell if it’s sincere – ‘we need a shake up. It’s important we have a fresh start of the new era, so I’ve not yet decided who will be club captain under me.’


Maeve feels the imaginary bubbles on her tongue evaporate. Can everything she’s worked so hard for since she joined the team just be snatched away from her that instantly, cruelly, without warning?


Adriana’s expressive eyebrows are downturned across the pitch to her. Adriana has always been like an emotional crutch for Maeve, feeling the things that she doesn’t let herself. Ironically, seeing Adriana look so devastated, Maeve feels it all the more harshly. She can feel the heat in her neck start to prickle. Fortunately her cheeks don’t flush in quite the same way, and she hopes that the jacket zipped all the way up to her collar will hide her shame from the others.


‘You will remain club captain for now, on a temporary basis’ Hoffman explains. ‘It may well be that if you impress me, you get the job permanently. But this is also a note to the rest of you players. No slacking. Everything is up for grabs. You have a clean slate to impress me. If you’ve always wanted to be captain, here’s your chance.’


Coach Hoffman shrugs her hands expressively, and Maeve feels something shift in the atmosphere of the players around her. Under Coach Fernandez, she had felt she was respected as captain, not resented or envied because of it. But now, every one of these players who just minutes ago were her teammates and, she would hope was true, her friends – her only friends… now, they are all rivals. Rather than encouraging the team to work together in a time of turbulent change, it feels like Coach Hoffman is deliberately pitting the team against each other.


Some old familiar tension in the heart of Maeve’s chest stiffens into a rigid burden. She knows what she must do. She must prove herself. She must be harder on herself than ever to maintain the highest standards. She can hear her mum’s voice clearly in her mind. She must be perfect. She must not let even a crack through her defenses, on the pitch or off it.


Maeve forces herself to meet those strict grey eyes and finds some fight within her.


‘Yes Coach. I won’t let you down.’







Chapter 3 Adriana


Coach Hoffman claps her hands in a single sharp shock that echoes round the pitch.


‘Let’s get to business,’ she says. ‘I need to see how you’re all performing. I’m going to set you three simple drills – or at least, they should be simple, for players of your supposed calibre. Firstly, an exercise to test your most basic, necessary technique. Passing. Do we think we can do that?’


She sounds kinda… patronising? thinks Adriana. Certainly Milo seems to think so, because they currently look like a raging bull, nostrils flaring. Coach puts her hand down in a sweeping motion, splitting the squad into two groups.


‘Two lines facing each other,’ she barks. ‘On my whistle, first player in the first line passes the ball to the first player in the opposite line, who must then pass it back to the second player in the first line. After passing, the player will sprint to the back of the opposite line. The passes are to be fast, precise and with two touches maximum – one to control the ball, the next to pass. Keep that ball moving like a homing missile. On my whistle.’


Without any further delay, the coach blows her whistle, a short, sharp, shrill sound that immediately kicks in some innate instinct in Adriana. All the partying and alcohol and nervous tension evaporates. Now she is just raw adrenaline, running into her position in the second line. She and Maeve end up opposite each other. It often happens, without either of them particularly trying. It’s like their friendship magnetically puts them together, but today, Adriana does it deliberately. She wants to be able to support her nervous friend.


Seconds later, the whistle blows for the first pass, and Adriana watches her teammates kick across to each other, heart in her mouth. Zuri kicks a perfect first touch, setting up Charlie for a neat pass across to Elisa. With neat sprints, the two then run to their next positions, to Maeve and Adriana’s left. The drill continues to Rebecca, to Milo to Nat to Liv. Their passes are weighted like Goldilocks, neither too soft nor too hard, the perfect touch to find their target. The whole thing works fluidly. As the ball gets closer and closer to Adriana, she feels mounting pressure, but also pride in her teammates. Sure, the coach can intimidate them as much as she wants, but they’re all professionals. They’re all brilliant. Of course they can do an exercise as basic as passing a ball to each other.


And then Rebecca passes to Adriana. Adriana effortlessly controls it with one touch and sends it towards Maeve. She doesn’t have to think, it’s all muscle memory, in-built since she was barely five years old. It’s a neat pass, no surprises, and Adriana almost doesn’t wait to see it meet its target with Maeve before running off to the other side of the line. But out of the corner of her eye, Adriana sees the impossible: Maeve fumbles it. The ball misses her waiting foot, and she has to reach out to make extra touches to control the ball. The coach’s whistle, which had been a regular beat like a metronome, blows extra long and hard and angry. Maeve’s foot quickly corrects it, but not fast enough. In a match, that fumble could have lost them possession. And boy, won’t Maeve know that too.


They keep going for another two rounds, the pace increasing with the coach’s whistle, and then kicking in the reverse order up the line. Each time it reaches Adriana and Maeve’s pair, Adriana is scared Maeve might fluff it again – but thankfully she is now as pinpoint as a machine.


The coach blows her whistle twice to mark the end of the exercise, and they all gather to hear the next drill, panting lightly. Adriana surreptitiously reaches across to squeeze Maeve’s arm. Maeve tenses and shrugs her immediately off. Adriana tries to swallow down her hurt. She understands Maeve doesn’t want to draw any more attention to herself in front of the new coach, but still, would it kill her to be a bit reassuring back to her sometimes?


The next drill provides an immediate distraction though.


‘Dribbling,’ calls Coach. ‘Again, one of the most basic techniques for any decent player. The five-year-olds in my daughter’s team can do this exercise. Let’s see if you
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