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Chapter One
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I throw the tennis ball in the air and prepare to hit an ace at the body of my opponent for match point. I’ve visualised this for some part of yesterday. For a second, I catch sight of the woman who has been plaguing my every waking moment since the start of the tournament, and for the last week, my dreams. In fact, it was at the tail end of Queens that she’s been on my mind. 

Constantly.

Damn her.

Because of my lapse in concentration, and the moment my racket made contact with the falling ball, I knew it wasn’t the ace I was aiming for. Instead, I hit the net. I turn towards the photographers’ media pit and scowl at them. At her in particular. Her, who’s making me work harder at winning this simple game, and it’s only third round game for fuck sake. And even in the pack of photographers, I notice her.

It’s not just her physicality of her slim, toned body in skinny jeans, tees and the NY baseball cap, but it’s her soft laughter that I catch each time during the bloody breaks. It makes me stand to attention and send shivers down my spine.

And my opponent, Dalton Green, is an unranked player but a very good one at that. Nonetheless, he came through the draw as a wild card. All he needs is a good coach to improve his game and practice. Anyway, he’s young, but he would rather party his way through the circuit than focus on tennis. He has beaten a few good players to advance to the next round. Yet here I am giving points that I shouldn’t be.

Argh!

I see their bemused face as they look about themselves, unsure why I’m angry at them. I’m used to the silent click noise their cameras make, and my focus is second to none on court, but after two hours, she’s gotten to me. Still glaring at her, I walk back to the baseline. In that second, she lowers her camera slightly from her face, and I see her gorgeous, clear green eyes. She’s obviously embarrassed. She blushes when she gets a few bemused smiles from her fellow colleagues.

I catch her mouthing to her neighbour, “What did I do?”

Her neighbour shrugs and mutters something back, but damn it but she deserves my sneer.

Fuck! Realising that I’ve made it too obvious as I glance up at the players’ box, Everson Reed, my coach, is frowning. This game shouldn’t have taken this long. I should’ve finished this over twenty minutes ago. That was the tactical plan for me to execute, and I’m doing a piss poor job doing it. 

I give myself a good talking to as a hush comes over the court; I’ve been here before, and this should be familiar as I buckle down and get back in focus. I take a slow breath and exhale. I roll my shoulders and bounce the ball. At each bounce of the ball hitting the grass, my focus deepens; the sound is soothing and calming. 

I’m ready. I take a deep breath, then exhale slowly. By the third bounce, I roll my racket, throwing the ball in the air, and as it comes down with all my force and technique, it hits my racket hard. The green ball flies across the opposite side of the court and passes Dalton. He makes an attempt to return, but it flies by him and hits the back wall, barely missing the line judge.

“Advantage Evesham,” says the umpire. His voice is crisp and clear from his high chair as I walk back to the baseline. I cast a quick glance at the media pit before she distracts me again. I’m in the zone.

I go through the same process, and I produce a second ace.

Game, set and match!  Now, that’s more like it.

With my racket in my right hand, and as I bend my left elbow, I clinch my fingers into a fist. I turn to face my box and then the crowd, as I’m so pumped with the win. And within seconds, I’m already onto the next game in a few days. I walk to the nets to commiserate with my opponent, Dalton, because he had fought hard to get here. I take his hand in a firm handshake as I tower over his six-one height.

“Well done, Jake.”

“Good game. Better luck next time,” I reply as I hand him the umpire's hand first. It’s my normal response after a game, and I swiftly follow him. 

I accept the quick congratulations from him. I quickly go to my chair and gather my belongings, no doubt Dalton is ready to hit the locker room and shower as I am. I glance hurriedly over to the media pit as she chats with her fellow photographers. I’m pissed as the guy she’s talking to makes her smile. I shove my white wrist bands into the crowd, then my baseball cap into my bag. My racket follows swiftly; I’m too rough but who gives a shit if I break it.

I’m fuming. I’ve just won a match progressing me further in the tournament; I should be excited to reach the next round, and yet I’m pissed because the woman who has been in my head is grinning at some fucker she’s been sitting next to throughout my game - two bloody hours chatting quietly. Something is wrong with that. 

Fuck! 

Placing my sports bag straps around my arms, it simply rests on my back. Dalton is waiting for me by the umpire chair, and as we stride towards the entrance that takes us back into the building, but not before giving a goodbye wave to the crowd. After signing a few autographs, I make my way to the entrance, leaving Dalton to enjoy his final moments at Wimbledon.

I accept the congratulations on the way to the locker room. Damn her for making me feeling sour when I should be excited that I’m three matches away from a Wimbledon final, but let’s not get ahead of myself I still have to win these matches. Good players want that prize as much, if not as much, as I do. At twenty-eight, I’ve been in a Wimbledon final twice and not won it, and yet over the years since turning professional, I’ve won ten Grand Slam championships and I’m an Olympic singles champion. 

But Wimbledon, this is the one that eludes me. 

I’m in the best shape of my career, and I’ve been on a roll since last year. First stop, the US Open and its home turf for me. Followed by the Australian Open and then the French Open. I nailed all of those, plus the tournaments in between that I use as preparation for each grand slam. It’s now Wimbledon, the tournament that eludes me. The one I want the most - the one that teases me every single waking moment. 

No fucking pressure. And who’s counting anyway!

I reach the changing room for the top sixteen seeds and champions and turn to my locker room. In a previous life, I used to share it with other players, and no doubt Dalton is talking to the few players who have returned from the practice courts and are playing a game of golf. Well, actually, it’s putting golf balls into a glass; it’s an easy way to kill time. This isn’t a done thing here, as a few players who are up for the next game are psyching and preparing for the next game of the men’s doubles. It can be frosty here. I catch the eye of my team around the room. As one of the seeded players, I can request my usual locker. I almost miss sharing – almost, but it’s the banter I miss the most. The area is generally quiet. There’s a certain hum about a competitive tennis club men’s changing room, and there are certain etiquettes to follow, but being in my own space, I don’t need to follow these rules. I peel my bag off my shoulders and plant it on the wooden bench. I take a seat beside my bag, and without looking up, I take a towel that’s offered to me. 

I mutter a gruff thank you and peel off my white Under Armour top, place my elbows and forearms on my thighs, then bow my head. I sit far longer than I should, as I suddenly feel exhausted.

I need to get a grip on this! And get her out of my head.

I stand and remove my hair tie. I run my fingers through my long hair, and it’s plastered to my skull from the sweat. But with the opening door, I immediately know it's doping control. I take a pee and hand the tube to an official from the ITF as Nate watches in the distance. 

When they leave, I remove my trainers, socks and white long shorts before taking a quick shower. Afterwards I put on my black board shorts for a ten minute warm down on the bike. After I catch my breath, I have a plate of sushi waiting for me. I need to recapture all the nutrients I’d lost during the match, as the fluids and energy gels aren’t enough. I have to maintain a 6,000-calorie-a-day regimen due to the amount of exercise I do. At my last bite into the sushi, Nate stares at me with a look I don’t understand. I make my way to Sloane as she pats the massage table. I lie down and let her ease the tension out of my over exercise body. 

Forty five minutes later, the hum of conversation between my team brings a smile to my face. I don’t say much as I make mental checks of all the good things and bad from the game. It’s my way of winding down from the match, preparing for the press conference and debriefing with Everson.

I place booties on my toes before I do one of the painful things about being an athlete - ice baths. There are a few things I hate about this job, and ice baths are in the top five. My recovery time between matches and practice is good, so why stop the painful routine. And like everything else with my tennis, I do it with gusto because I love this game! As I take my iPod out of my bag, Everson walks in with my protein shake. Obviously, I didn’t eat enough sushi. Sushi can get boring after a while, and Sloane must have noticed that I didn’t eat all of her required portions today.

“Good, you’re ready.” He smirks, grinning at me with such glee. 

I glare at him as he knows I hate this. But I understand the importance of doing it – for me, this works. I’ll feel better afterwards. It’s only ten minutes of my life. I wrap the towel around my neck and follow him to the treatment room that holds the ice baths. 

It’s only him and me; we briefly go over the game. I provide him with an overview of where I excelled and where I fell short, as well as what improvements we can make. He’s dressed in white from top to toe, long shorts, Under Armour tees and trainers. You’d think he was about to play a game with me.

“Are you joining me this time?” I ask, talking to his back. He shakes his dark head and I mutter after him, “Pussy.”

He turns around and stares at me with quiet intensity and determination that quickly captures my attention. There’s something about the way he glares that gets me every time. A knowledge of wisdom hides behind those amber eyes.

“If you stop fucking around like today and win your matches, I’ll do it.”

Christmas has arrived early! A slow smile creeps up my face, “Don’t lay down challenges you can’t keep, E.”

“Haven’t you learnt anything about me, Jay?” He beams at me.

“More than you know,” I smirk back at him. 

I’ve known him since I started playing the circuit as a junior; he was a professional player chasing the Grand Slams and most games in between, but mostly as my coach for the past five years. In that time, I’ve learnt so much from him. Not only that my tennis has improved but I respond so well to his quiet, take no shit attitude and demeanour. It’s an added bonus that he’s a friend. 

He glares back at me hard, like he’s daring me to fold – no fucking way. “Next match?” I enquire hopefully.

He shakes his head, “After the final.”

“That’s not an incentive, E. And you know it,” I accuse with a raised brow. “We do it at every final I win.”  One of the few ongoing deals I have with Everson.

It’s the one time I can serve some punishment to my team. I purse my lips and smile. He knows I’ve got him. His shoulders drop and he lets an exasperated breath. “Fuck. Okay, semi.”

I give him my outstretched hand because I want us to shake on this – a gentleman’s agreement. He takes it and mutters, “Now get in.”

I step into the cold water, and my skin instantly reacts to the cold tingling sensation as I submerge my body further and sit down onto the seat. It should be set at eight degrees Celsius. I quickly lost the grin on my face. I take a deep breath and breathe out slowly, and the mist of warm breath and cold air can be seen. I should be used to the cold, but I always fight it. I fight it because it’s so fucking painful and after a long workout session and playing it doesn’t get easier. Fuck! It’s cold. I relax and grimace at Everson.

“Now, who were you looking at in the media pit?”

Trust him to pick this moment to ask me that question. I stiffen briefly and will myself to relax again. That shit from him isn’t going to work today. I glance at him and shrug nonchalantly, and then place my buds into my ears. I can do without any more questions about this woman. I don’t know what’s happening either, and after two weeks, I’m still unable to explain it, let alone to myself. How can I explain it to Everson? I press play, and music fills my head, blocking out any questions coming my way.

He furrows his brow and glares at me. I close my eyes, but I can still feel his eyes on me. I ignore him and the pain as I let Logan’s Shiver from their London album wash over me. My mind wanders to the sexy beauty with the clear green eyes who has caught my attention since the Queen’s Club Championship. 

I frown and wonder why, after two weeks, I haven’t made a move on her. It’s not like me to wait. I never wait. Too damn impatient for what I want. Yet here I am playing the waiting game. Why am I waiting? 

But I fear that seeing her will be something more than a casual thing. And the answer to that question is that I want to win Wimbledon so badly, and she’ll be a distraction-a diversion that I don’t need. 

As the lyrics of Shiver get to me, I lose myself on the first day we bumped into each other on my way from the practice court. I had wrapped my arm around her to stop her from falling, and she felt so great against me, so soft. She’s slim and for an average five seven, she’s small next to my tall frame. I suppose at six four, it’s an impressive height and large frame. It was her eyes that held me. They were so calm and very expressive. Her pupils dilated, and her pale sea green eyes that would melt the coldest of hearts, and in that moment, I did melt. 

Stunning. 

It made me instantly feel tranquil, as if I were flowing in calming waters. It’s not often I instantly get that feeling around people. Her olive skin glows as I move along her pert nose and those full, luscious lips. My dick stood to attention as I saw my cock wrapped around its warmth. Everything about her screams at me, from her dark hair on her head to the tip of her pink toes. And even though I’m holding on firmly to her arms, my other hand moved to her neck and caressed it. For a moment, she stiffened and her eyes widened. The reaction matches mine as undercurrents run through us. 

I leaned closer when a sudden nudge reminded me that I had to let her go. I was immediately reminded that I had a game to play. I cursed whoever it was that moved me from her, but tennis called. 

I don’t know how many times I thought of her in this moment, replayed it over and over again with thoughts of her beneath me. The need for me to be with her is as painful as this ice bath. It’s an ache that won’t go away. I rub my chest in the hope of rubbing away the ache in me. And since that day, I’ve seen her with the rest of the media and photographers, but never in a position to make small talk. So why am I waiting?

Perhaps I should speak with her and see what she has to say. 

Three songs later, and in the middle of Pearl Jam’s Even Flow, an alarm penetrates my mind, away from my photographer. I ease myself out of the ice bath, for I need another warm shower to warm my cold body. Then there’s the press conference to contend with. Maybe we’ll have a celebratory Indian meal made to order from my favourite restaurant at Wimbledon Village, Rajdoot. Or has Clay arranged something else?

And maybe what I also need is another kind of relief from this pressure cooker that I enjoy. And perhaps she’s the distraction that I need and will truly relax my mind and body, blocking out all the noise to win Wimbledon.

I need to know. And it’s going everything I’ve told myself I shouldn’t be doing. 

How did it get to this?
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Chapter Two
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Nyx

“Going already, Nyx?” Ray asks me as I grab my other camera and sling the strap over my shoulder. 

I befriended Ray at Queen’s Club and provided some insightful information on who’s who in tennis, along with who to avoid. A man in his early fifties is happily married. I grab my bag kit, which holds another of my very expensive cameras and a spare lens. 

“Huh-uh”, I say back. “I can’t be the cause of entertainment forever, Ray.” I pull a face and grimace at my earlier encounter with  Jake bloody Evesham.

Ray smiles at me, “It did add a bit of banter and fun in the game.”

“I’m glad you all enjoyed it. Anyway, it’s a great story that the wildcard got this far. He was good, but he couldn’t match the juggernaut that is  Jake Evesham.”

Yep, that man was on a mission. And he’s playing bloody good tennis. It’s fantastic to be able to watch from the media pit – watch him up close and personal. He made breathing difficult for the past two hours. And those two last aces to clinch the match. Good God, bloody awesome!

“Anyway, laters potatoes,” I wave goodbye to the wonderful people who have made my first week at Wimbledon enjoyable. And catch my breath.

Freezing my arse at Chelsea F.C. is usually my thing, and I've got good at it, but I could get used to this malarkey of Wimbledon. So far, it’s blue skies with a few clouds and the temperatures in the mid-twenties, and not a drop of rain in sight. It could easily be my summer sport. It’s not my go-to sport, nor am I familiar with the sport's personalities in tennis, but I know enough about the game to get by. Working as a freelance photographer is all about building relationships, and thankfully, this new online sports company is my way into this business. My role has been tasked with occasionally sitting with their principal photographer, who covets a spot between Centre Court and Court One. I’m let loose to take lifestyle shots throughout the tournament. But tell me how many bloody pictures of crowds all looking in one direction, or tables laden with strawberries and cream, or drinking Pimms? If fortunate, catch a few celebrities. It’s not enough for Sports Online.

I turn my New York Yankees cap the right way and leave the media pit. A chorus of polite goodbyes leaves me as I smile at the military steward and take two steps at a time. Today was a wonderfully warm day, and I can’t believe the cold glare that  Jake Evesham gave me before his two aces to finish the match.

What the hell do I do to him? 

I’m still flummoxed and slightly bemused by his reaction. I’m embarrassed that he pointed me out in front of the whole centre court. I felt that I was the reason he was making silly mistakes before those two aces. I know I made sure the camera buttons were set to silent. I learnt that mistake very early on in my career. How can that be my fault? Thankfully, he finished the job.

Damn it but can the man move! For a man so tall to move like that; and damn him for looking so beautiful. Since that day at Queen’s Club in Kensington, I wanted to know what he was like to touch and taste in the flesh. I’ve smelled him already, and it’s intoxicating. Since then, he has become my wet dream come true – my happy imagination when I wanted to relieve some tension. And lately, it has become relatively constant.

He was my happy introduction to the world of tennis. I thought the research I did on key players before Queen’s Championship was enough, but bumping into him made me realise I knew nothing. The images of him don’t do him any justice - his tall, wide frame is spectacular. He’s so fucking solid and full of muscle, and six foot four a tower of a man.

My stomach grumbles, telling me what I already know...I’m hungry. Two and a half hours on juice and granola bars aren’t enough to sustain me for the next match, plus I’m dying for a pee. I need to grab a sandwich and a drink for Coco Gauff, a 27-year-old British player, and Katie Boulter. But I doubt I’ll make it in time before the game starts. I’ll need to find an alternative station for photographers.

My neighbour, Tony, has been of the most significant help to me over the past few days. Provided me with insights into the subtle dynamics of how this group operates. It’s a different beast from football, but he also works for the same company as me, and he’s more experienced at Wimbledon than I’ll ever be. His knowledge is valuable.

“Hey Nyxson,” He smiles at me.

“Hey,” I reply, and Doug beams at me.

He’s been trying to get into my knickers since day one. And it’s not going to happen. He’s just not my cup of tea. “Any free spots elsewhere?”

“Apart from up in the rafters.”

I pull a face. It’s too high up, but it's way cooler than on the field. Oops, I mean court. I’ll get this jargon right before the end of Wimbledon. I start to move away from him before he begins to ask me for a drink or another date. Without being blunt, how do you tell a guy you’re not that interested? He’s too short or too small and too anything not to my liking. He doesn’t do it for me. He’s not  Jake Evesham, the guy that will never be mine - the guy that every other person in the world knows or has his picture on their wall or wallpaper on their computer screen. And I wouldn’t blame them because the man is mighty fine!

Although he has been on my mind since I met him, why am I thinking about Jake Evesham now? And watching him play seems to get me all hot and bothered. Good Lord, my first tennis man crush.

I take a few steps away, wave goodbye and make my way to the Media Centre for a bite to eat and drink. I grin because I think he’s finally getting the message.

And then I hear his voice calling after me, “Nyx, let’s do drinks afterwards!”

I cringe inwardly - so much for getting the message. I give him another wave and continue walking briskly without replying or turning around.

God, what is it about these press guys? They see new blood and they pounce. Argh!

Then I remembered the press conference, and my accreditation would get me inside; I’m sure today is my turn to do this. Shit! 

It looks like Williams and Wade will have to wait for lunch as well. I silently beret curses at myself with every step I take, and begin to run with total fear that I’m late for the press conference. I reach the door with my camera and rucksack. I show my ID and make my way through the door. I plant my cameras by one of the empty chairs near the entrance and my rucksack on the seat itself. The room is almost full, so I’m surprised no one has taken the last few seats. The podium is empty, but the lone table has Evian bottled water ready. The backdrop synonymises the colours of Wimbledon – it's official. It is, after all, the home of tennis.

I grab a cup of coffee quickly, and as I take a sip, I glance around the place. There are no seats left available. Then you have to appreciate that it’s Jake Evesham’s press conference, or is it Dalton Green's first, followed by Jake? With a fifty-strong press corps, it’s no wonder it’s full. My heart stops racing when I see Lizzy front row and centre, poised with her hand held camera to the ready, and then the announcement that the conference will start in five minutes.

I catch Lizzy smiling and grin back at her. 

I’m too comfortable to move near her, so I place the cup in front of me and then start to detach the extra-long panoramic lens from the camera, replacing it with a smaller one. Change the settings for indoor. I do my checks to make sure I don’t embarrass myself again, then I realise that maybe I’m too close to the front for comfort. I glance at Lizzy again, who’s being approached by someone from Wimbledon’s media team. She starts to put away her camera, and it seems that Online Sports doesn’t have broadcasting rights at the press conferences.

I glance around me to see who and how many people are in the room. It’s the usual suspects, a few from the BBC. I ignore the announcement from the media relations to take our seats as we’re about to start. All eyes suddenly turn their attention to the front, and the door next to the small stage opens. Dalton Green walks up the two steps, followed by two very formal gents who linger by the door. As Dalton takes his seat, looking not so happy that he’s out of the tournament, it’s the red hair that creeps from his cap and the freckles on his face that get my attention straight away. I’ve been taking pictures of this guy all day and didn’t realise he had freckles. He looks fresh from his shower, but I bet he must have been boiling out on court. 

He answers all the questions aimed at him appropriately, about  Jake Evesham being the better player. He didn’t get the opportunity to cause an upset, as Jake was on top form on the day. He’s disappointed that he couldn’t progress any further in the tournament, as it’s the furthest he has reached since taking tennis professionally. He had brought his A game, but  Jake was just too good for him. I took a few pictures as he answered questions about his defeat.

I’m briefly distracted by the opening of the entrance.  I frown as once the press conference starts, no one is allowed in. A few heads turn briefly, and I do the same, but two formal gentlemen dressed in Wimbledon green blazers stand to my left, blocking my sight. Once all head turns forward, they shuffle forward, and just behind them, I sneak a peek at Everson Reed and  Jake Evesham. Why are they on this side when they usually come through the side door by the stage?

My gaze shifts between the two men who have entered the press conference unnoticed. Both men are so tall, except that Jake is about an inch taller. 

Jake finds a quiet spot hidden from view as I drink him in, looking fresh from his shower and dressed in a grey Under Armour long-sleeved top and jeans. His feet were firmly planted in a pair of sports flip-flops. My eyes wander over his luscious, muscled body. Everything about him is fucking sexy. 

As I slowly move up his body to his gorgeous face, my eyes meet his green ones. They’re the colour of jade with hints of yellow flecks, a strong nose, and full lips. And they look so kissable. He has the type of jawline that can be described as angular, and everything about his face is in symmetrical proportion. His wavy neck and long, dark blond hair are up in a bun tied at the back. 

The man is stunning!

Now his coach is so edible also, but for someone so attractive, he doesn’t rock my world. I’m sure he makes a few heads turn because mine definitely does. His raven short hair with hints of grey and light amber eyes, almost the colour of whiskey, a straight nose with a slight bump on its bridge, and pursed lips; his lower lip is full, while his upper lip is thin. I think he smiles about as much as  Jake, which is very little.

I feel a pair of eyes on me, and the heat is excruciating. Everson leans over to  Jake and mutters something in his ear. And he smiles. 

Damn! He should smile more often. It’s the kind that would melt hearts, and world peace would come quickly. I refuse to look into his eyes, but my own eyes seem to do whatever they want to do. 

He definitely had me at the smile. Absolutely wow.

I glance away, but I still feel him on me. This is silly. After a few minutes, I glare at him and raise a brow. 

Infuriating man.

I mean what the fuck! I’m sure I’m spitting fire and daggers at him. And the idiotic man smiles. He actually smiles.

Is he playing with me?

I turn my attention back to the Dalton Green, droning on in the most monotonous voice, providing a brief synopsis of the game. I glance at Lizzy and catch her letting out a discreet yawn. When will Dalton Green finish? I should’ve a thing for red heads, but I suppose it’s his moment before he leaves the tournament.

Something to the side of me catches my attention. Suddenly, I realise it's Jake crouching in front of me, holding my phone. He has his back to the room. When did it fall out? I glance at him, reaching to take my phone from him, but he doesn’t give it to me; instead, he clasps his other hand onto mine. I feel electricity run through me, and after a second, I tug my hand away from his and place it back on my lap.

“So we meet again,” He whispers.

I nod, unsure if my voice is working, then I say quietly, “Yes.”

“I’m  Jake. What’s your name?” I snort, and he gives me a brief glance. Everyone in this room knows who he is. He then types something on my phone. He presses the green button. God knows where it’s ringing.

“Nyx,” I mutter instantaneously. I purse my lips. I didn’t mean to give him my name, but there was no reason not to.

“As in the President?”

“Yes, but it’s with a y instead of an i.” I shrug. Trust my wonderful parents to be different.

“I suppose that makes sense, Nyx Morgan,” He plays with my lanyard.

My name was in plain view, and his was too close as his scent filled my nostrils. Clean, citrus and whatever shower gel he uses. My eyes are fixed on his full lips as he licks them. My eyes widen when he bites his lower lip, and I make the silly mistake of glancing up into his beautiful eyes. 

Thick, long, dark lashes dusted with gold surround their almond shape, but it’s their colour that throws me. They’re even more stunning close up; jade with yellow flecks that blend the green pixels into a peridot colour that sparkles outwardly from the iris. 

Wow!

He smiles at me. I furrow my brows. Did I say it out loud?

“Thank you,” He leans in and whispers in my ear. 

His warm breath gently kisses the back of my ears, and goosebumps prickly my skin. Then he adds, “I like what I see too.”

My skin heats up. I can’t believe I’ve blushed under his compliment. At the corner of my eye, I notice a few heads turning our way. I grab his solid shoulders and gently push him as panic hits me. People are beginning to realise that he’s here in the room.

“You need to go.” Terror rises in my voice. I’m scared of being found out that I’m having a very private conversation with him. “Now.”

He doesn’t budge but leans back slightly, staring at me. He doesn’t stand up, but surreptitiously, his coach and the two formal security gents seem to block us from the few prying eyes. I catch a look at his coach, who’s glaring coldly at me.

Fuck. He’s a bad as  Jake with the glaring stares. I’m angry that they’re both angry at me today. I’ve done nothing wrong.

I mutter softly pleading with him, “Please.” Heat rise up my cheeks.

His eyes dilate and he leans in and grazes my jaw just below my earlobes. I hitch my breath at his touch. 

He mutters, “You blush so prettily. And because you ask nicely.”

He kisses my cheek which takes me by surprise. I’m letting this man take liberties with me, but his lips are so good against my skin. I roll my eyes at him and a slow side smile touches his gorgeous face, softening his usual harsh glare he’s known for.

“We’ll talk later.” He promises. Then stands and gives me my phone. 

He makes his way down the aisle with his two security guards, I need to get away. I can’t breathe. I quietly leave the press conference and lean against the wall close to the door.

Lizzy has this covered.

I take deep breaths to calm me. I don’t know how long I stand their but I’m sure it’s for a while. I walk aimlessly around the courtyard unsure if I need to go in again or stay out. I glare at the female steward who’s giving me strange look but does she know how it feels to be railroaded by the mammoth of a man called  Jake Evesham. It’s colossal. This man has gotten me anxiety level at defcon one and made me so unsure of myself. I don’t know if I want to go back inside or stay out. Pacing back and forth, one of the options outweighs the other far more

I take a deep breath and walk back inside the press conference. I’m not the kind of person who hides from situation. No matter how hard my heart hammers against my chest.
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Chapter three
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Jake

I’m tired of all the questions. It’s supposed to be fifteen minutes interview but I’ve answered more twenty-six plus questions in the last half hour, and yes I’ve been counting; surely I must be near the end of the press conference. 

I’ve graciously given them a run through of my thoughts throughout the match, as well as my challenges at the next round, and the talent of my next opponent – Jamie Johnson. I explain that I’m excited that I’ve progressed into the next round and give a ten word synopsis on Jamie. I explain that I’m healthy and in good shape; play lip service that Dalton played a good game, which he did but I was definitely better on the day. I know it and so does Dalton but I down play my arrogance as Dalton is a good guy who doesn’t deserve that. I further explain that my talent and knowledge of the grass and this court got me through. 

I glance at the back row and gaze at Nyx who has her head bowed as she plays with her camera. I’m glad she came back for I was very disappointed when I noticed that she had left. I wanted to follow but instead I had to put on my media face, growl or scorn the camera with the occasional smile. I take it in my stride when I’m asked the same questions I get asked from every tournament. My body appears relax as I face the media yet it’s the furthest from the truth.

I’ve learnt from a very young age how to deal with tough questions especially at tough losses when all you want to do is hide and not have each of you miss shots, passes dissected.

“Did you find this match easy compared to this time round last year?”

Last year I met Songa at this stage and he gave me a five game match. The road to the final won’t be easy and it never gets easier.

“Different class of player and different times; Songa makes you fight for every serve and volley on every ball. He doesn’t make wining easy. And neither did Dalton. Songa has always passed the quarter-finals at Wimbledon, as do I. Unfortunately for us, the thriller came earlier than anticipated. Luck of the draw I suppose.”

I’ve been in the finals twice already and never got to lift the golden trophy. Everson has upped my sessions with Dr Fox during the grand slams this year. And so far it’s working. 

The trophy doesn’t have a proper name like the ladies; I mean the winner of the Women’s Single gets the Venus Rosewater Dish and its silver salver. The Men’s Single Champion gets The Cup. It states, The All England Lawn Tennis Club Single Handed Champion of the World made of silver gilt, stands eighteen inches high and has a diameter of seven point five inches. Go figure. But it’s beautiful. Prize money this year is two million pounds. Your name on the cup and forever etched in tennis history, priceless.

I’ve yet to kiss it, hug it and hold aloft. I’ve been close but not close enough, and watching another do it for two years is gut wrenching. I want it so bad I can taste it. I don’t want to be the player that has won every major grand slam but never won at Wimbledon. 

I’m also letting Nyxson Morgan become a real distraction.  She’s been distracting me since the Queen’s Club and just managed to get through it, but the need to satisfy my curiosity is compelling.

I refuse to answer questions about the final as I’ve yet to reach it this year yet every year it’s different but the same. But questions about the final and that is it my time with destiny keep coming at me. I shift in my chair and pursed my lips. I need to put a stop to this now.

“Guys, let’s not get ahead of ourselves and disrespect the other players in the tournament. To have reached this stage in the tournament isn’t easy. I’ve some good tennis left in me to get me in the final as do the other players who are still fighting to be in the fourth rounds before the quarter-finals. It should be a thriller whoever gets there. I’d be disappointed if it wasn’t me.”

And to soften my tone I tease giving them my all American Californian smile that I’m not know for, “Jamie is a hard player to beat, so don’t jinx me before my next game.”

Nervous low rumbles of laughter echoes in the room.

The media relations person informs one last question and the only reporter with his hands up is from one of the gossip rags that I don’t read. To make it worse he was sitting near the rear of the auditorium. I know the bulk of the press core at any given circuit. I’m well versed by my team.

Damn it! I know he’s going to ask about Nyx. My body stiffens. Did he see us? I will my eyes to stay on him and not look at Nyx.

“Bob,” I nod at him. With my arms resting and folded on the table, I lean forward. “Don’t make me late for my birthday celebration.”

I don’t smile. On tour I’m not known for cracking jokes or for being joker of that pack. I leave that to others, but those in the room sense my jovial mood today. I’ve just won in straight sets; it was a bloody good game and being in the moment I can relax for a second.

I glance over at Nix while a few birthday wishes are passed my way. I thank the room as my eyes fixes on her, smiling. I’m ready for his question.

“It won’t take long,  Jake.” I bet. And as if pre-empting that I’ll divert his attention with another comment Bob continues rapidly, “Someone distracted you before your two aces to win the match. Who was it?”

I raise my brow and I notice Nyx tense. I’ve got this. I’m not known for being garrulous. The press consider me boring because I don’t need to flaunt and smile for them like a performing monkey. I don’t care what they think and I need to change myself to bend to their will. I’m so private that I let my tennis do the talking instead. I don’t give much away. That is why in some sense Everson and I get on so well. We’re both emotionally reserved and private.

My usual dour character comes through and reply, “And here I thought you were going to ask me what my team had planned for me,” A few chuckles join in with me but I’m sensing they all want to know. Even E’s interested in my response. I can tell a he glance between me and Nyx but he shakes his head subtly.

Nyx shifts uneasily but sits erect in her seat but keeps quiet.

I shrug and look at Bob in the eye, “Because of my earlier errors, I needed to get into focus. I think the two aces were products of that concentration.”

Nyx springs her head up at me. It’s partial bullshit, I know but it doesn’t concern them that my thoughts went array thinking about Nyx and all of the dirty and naughty things I want to do to her. I look around the room, not wanting to get lost in the thoughts again and especially in front of the whole world media. I stand before and leave the press conference the same way Dalton Green had arrived and left – by the side door.
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