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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “And you are…?” I broke from the familiar group of fellow tennis players I’d been chatting to and half-turned towards a new arrival I didn’t recognise. He was about my height, but younger and slimmer, a shock of curly auburn hair haloing an open, expressive face.

      “Lexi Horvat. Qualifier.” He held out an oversized paw and I shook, my fingers sliding in the grease of nervous sweat.

      I smiled to put him at ease. It was a bold move, approaching a group as an outsider, but he was one of us—a pro who’d earned a coveted place in this year’s England Grand Slam tournament. “Unusual name. Serbian?”

      “Croatian.”

      “Your English is great.”

      His cheeks pinked at the compliment even as he waved it away. “It should be. I won a scholarship to the Clearwater Academy in Florida. I’ve lived there since I was twelve.”

      “That explains it.” I eyed him with fresh appreciation. Clearwater was one of the top tennis schools in America, and they didn’t hand out scholarships to just anyone. I made a mental note to ask my coach about doing a recce on him if we were going to be competing in the same draw.

      “It was hard, leaving home so young.” He bit his lip like he wished could take the words back. “But you wouldn’t know that, of course. You’re lucky, growing up here.”

      “Yeah.” I didn’t mention England was almost as foreign to me as it was to him.

      I had what some would call “pushy” parents—the moment I’d displayed some talent for tennis, they’d upped sticks and we’d emigrated to Australia, the better to further my training in the game. From six to sixteen, I’d lived and breathed the sport every day under the baking Melbourne sun, my English skin burnt red and peeling and raw. It’d been something of a relief to return to this barely remembered land of cloudy skies and drizzle.

      England had welcomed me home with open arms, Boys’ Champion in my first year on the hallowed court at Brixton British Tennis Club, or “Brixton Brits,” as it was familiarly known, home of the world’s oldest and most prestigious tennis tournament, the crown jewel of Grand Slams.

      In the six years since, I’d become a primetime pull, a national treasure, World No. 6 and Britain’s No. 1. Last year I’d made the Gents’ semi-final and this year, I was determined the title would be mine.

      “Oi, dreamer!” My coach, Drew, waved a hand in front of my face. “Buck up, enough with the chit-chat. Time for practice.”

      “Yes, sir.” I rolled my eyes at his turned back, gave a what-can-you-do shrug to Horvat and the other players, and dutifully jogged in the direction of the practice courts.

      Four hours later I was still out there, serving ball after ball at an imaginary opponent under Drew’s watchful eye and sharp tongue. His Aussie accent seemed if anything to have thickened during his time in England, his language coarser than ever when I hit the wall and the endless repetition started making me sloppy.

      “Stamina!” he bellowed, getting as far up in my face as any five-eight man could when his protégé towered somewhere over six feet. “You think Petrovic will get tired? Or Berrios? Christ even Schmid—and he’s got ten years on you!”

      “I’m not tired,” I protested sullenly, a perpetual adolescent whenever Drew told me off. “I’m bored.”

      “Bored?” He recoiled like I’d slapped him. “Bored? Do you think Pet⁠—”

      “All right!” I cut off the over-familiar tirade about older, better players, who already had vast collections of trophies under their belts. “I get it.”

      “Do you? Do you really?” His eyes narrowed. “Because let me tell you⁠—”

      “Hey!”

      We both stepped back and stared as Horvat jogged up. “Hey, sorry guys, I was just, I was watching”—he indicated the rows of spectator seats where an older man, probably his coach, sat—“I thought maybe, if you wanted someone to practise with….”

      “So you can learn his style, you mean?” Drew sneered. “I don’t think so.”

      Horvat’s face fell. He looked like a kicked puppy. I caught his arm before he could leave, ducking my head to meet his pretty hazel eyes. “No, stay.” To Drew, I asked, “What harm will it do?”

      Drew looked apoplectic. He always overreacted. I swear, he took my career more seriously than I did, seeing spies and subterfuge in every innocent gesture. One day he was going to burst a blood vessel, the way he turned all red like that. Have a massive heart attack, drop dead on court. Cause of death: Brian’s backhand.

      “Look, the kid wants to practise. I need a sparring partner.” I angled away from Horvat and lowered my voice. “He’s a bloody qualifier, he’ll be out by the second round. What does it matter?”

      Drew snorted but offered no other protest. I took that as a good sign and nodded to Horvat, who raced to retrieve his racquet bag from his coach. I watched him go, captivated by the way he moved, the fluid grace in his long, loose limbs. He was maybe eighteen or nineteen, hadn’t quite grown into his body, and no doubt that would show in his game, but he had to have promise to have made it through the qualifiers.

      “McEnroe,” Drew growled beside me. “Voltchkov. That’s all I’m saying.”

      If he thought name-dropping a couple of no-mark players who’d surpassed all expectation and dominated the tournament would intimidate me, he was sorely mistaken.

      “Maybe he can teach me something.” I laughed at his surprised face and jogged back to my position behind the line.

      Horvat was good—damn good. He had a sharp eye and quick reactions, and I found myself concentrating with renewed vigour to get a ball past him. His coach came down from the stands and stood on the courtside next to Drew, two gruff twins with splayed legs, crossed arms, and pursed lips.

      A fast-paced return nearly took my head off and I ducked, smiling ruefully over the net as Horvat doubled over with a peal of laughter, the late afternoon sun glinting in the golden highlights of his wavy auburn hair.

      “Not funny, brat!” I fired a couple of serves at him in quick succession and he curled up, leg raised to protect his vulnerable parts, racquet wielded like a shield, that wonderful musical laugh daring me to continue.

      “Stop dicking around!” My humourless coach stomped up, a sour expression on his face. “Two days,” he hissed. “We’re two days from your first game and if you pick up an injury now that’s it—you’re out!”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Horvat’s shoulders slump and an irrational surge of anger swelled in my chest. Drew treated me like an idiot sometimes, like the child I’d been when my parents first hired him, fourteen years old and sick to the back teeth of a so-called game that had long since ceased to be fun.

      “Do I look injured?” I asked, arms spread gladiatorially, displaying the healthy mass of muscle and sinew he’d spent so long shaping on my behalf. I was young, fit and strong, not some precious twiglet about to break if I dared cut loose and have a little fun.

      He harrumped a response and turned away as Horvat sidled up, eyes downcast. “I’m sorry⁠—”

      “Don’t be.” I patted his shoulder and regarded him afresh. Wide-set hazel eyes in an open, heart-shaped face, a smattering of freckles dotted across his cheeks and nose. Lips ever so slightly pouty with a shade of petulance or perhaps sensuality. I swiped my tongue across my mouth and blinked, realising I was staring.

      “Where are you staying?” I asked, turning with him and heading inside. His coach grabbed his bag and followed at a discreet distance, like a well-trained manservant.

      His face screwed up, nose wrinkling adorably as he tried to remember. “Some hotel….”

      “I’ve got a house. It’s more private, and it has its own court. You should come over and use it if you want.” Drew would pitch a fit. My inner devil cheered.

      He eyed Drew, who was standing in the changing block doorway, foot tapping the floor, and swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. “I don’t want to be in the way.”

      “No pressure. There’s only me and my team.” Coach, trainer, physio, manager, a couple of hangers-on, some of whom I wasn’t even sure were on my payroll, somebody’s nephew up on work experience…. “No one important.”

      “Your family aren’t staying with you?”

      I handed off my racquet as I passed Drew and followed Horvat into the change area, sitting on the bench and obediently stretching my leg out for my coach to flex and prod and do whatever else it was he did with it.

      “There’s only my parents. They’ll come down next week for the later stages and get a hotel room.”

      “If you’re sure…?”

      “Positive. Here, let me give you my phone number—ow!”

      “Sorry.” Drew didn’t look it.

      I snatched my leg away and rubbed the flesh where he’d pinched me. Ignoring his pointed look, I crossed the room to key my number into Lexi’s phone.
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      I didn’t think about the cute Croatian much in the next two days, too preoccupied with preparations for my first match. Brixton Brits was a knockout tournament, like all Grand Slams, meaning it was all over after a single loss. The top-ranked players were seeded to prevent us from meeting too early in the competition, but that didn’t mean I could underestimate my opponent. I’d done that before and received a thrashing for my arrogance. Getting battered in straight sets by someone I should have wiped the floor with was a humbling, humiliating experience, and not one I wanted to repeat.

      I emerged onto the court for my opening match and was greeted by an enthusiastic, friendly crowd who cheered both me and my opponent as we stowed our bags and stepped onto the grass. I was playing one of the qualifiers, a total unknown, and I doubted a single soul watching expected the game to be anything more than a formality.

      There were upsets in every competition, but this wasn’t one of them. I defeated him in straight sets, the crowd seemed to have been entertained, and the man I’d beaten shook my hand, smiled warmly, and wished me all the best for the final. In the early days of my career I’d felt guilty, ending people’s dreams without breaking a sweat, but champions had to let that shit go. The bloke just made fifteen grand in less than three hours. He’d be okay.

      The match over, I had no intention of hanging around. The early stages of any tournament were just a warm-up for what was to come. The competition rose sharply every time I advanced, and the more rest I could get between match days, the better I’d feel when it came time to face men who could really put me through my paces.

      Then Lexi’s name caught my eye on the changing room TV.

      His game was airing live, and they were at the end of the fourth set. He was two up and serving at 5-3 going into the ninth game. As little as four points stood between him and reaching the second round and I paused, watching as he bounced the ball, preparing to take his first serve.

      Drew urged me to get moving but I waved him off, holding my ground as Lexi’s serve—hard and fast to the edge of the box—went a fraction too wide. Second service was a safe play towards the centre line, easily returned and followed by a short rally before a nicely timed crosscourt forearm won the point. Fifteen-love.

      “Brian, I thought we were leaving,” Drew grumbled.

      “Just let me watch this game.”

      He peered at the screen. “That the kid from the other day? The Serbian?”

      “Croatian.”

      “Whatever.”

      We watched in silence as an unforced error placed his opponent’s shot in the net. Thirty-love.

      Lexi’s next serve came so fast his opponent barely had time to react, flinging himself after the ball, just catching it with the tip of his racquet and hitting high into the air. The crowd drew a collective breath, and I noted Lexi never took his eye off the ball, didn’t consider the point won until it landed with a satisfying thunk wide of the umpire’s chair, a ball boy scurrying to retrieve it as it bounced away. Forty-love.

      My heart sank as a double fault moved the score to forty-fifteen. The crowd groaned and beside me, Drew tutted. “Let the pressure get to him.”

      “Sun was in his eyes.”

      He snorted. “Bullshit.”

      Lexi took his time with the next serve, clearly annoyed with himself for giving a point away. His eyes narrowed against the sun that was shining in his direction but wasn’t—as I knew from my own training—any good excuse for dropping a point.

      Let. Dammit. I stamped my foot and willed him to get his head back in the game. His second shot was good, returned, and the rally began. Long strokes at first—getting longer, I noted with some concern—but Lexi knew the trick and didn’t let his opponent push him into making a mistake. He switched up a gear, placing a gentle drop shot just over the net, forcing his opponent to race forward to reach it. The crowd gasped, tension gathered as a return was made, the game speeding up, the ball flying back and forth over the net. I squeezed the strap of my heavy kit bag, fingertips tingling.

      Lexi went for a long shot over his opponent’s shoulder. The guy reacted in time, leapt and made it, smashing the ball hard over the net. The crowd cheered as Lexi raced backwards, his eyes on the ball as it peaked and began to fall. He waited below, racquet raised, left arm outstretched, legs braced. I held my breath. He had to hit the ball before it landed. If he succeeded the game—and therefore the match—was likely his. As one, the spectators waited.

      He made the shot.

      The crowd roared, Lexi leapt into the air, pumping his fist, his expressive face animated as he celebrated his win, and I released a long breath, smiling to see him so exuberantly happy just to get through the first round. After the matter-of-fact response to my own victory, it was a touching reminder of what it meant to some people to be playing at this level, and at Brixton Brits in particular.

      “Not bad,” Drew said. High praise indeed from my cranky coach.

      I laughed and shifted my bag to my other hand as I followed him to the door. “Worried?”

      He eyed me askance over his shoulder. “Should I be?”

      “Wasn’t it you who taught me never to underestimate my opponent?”

      He fell silent as we stepped outside and I was accosted for autographs. The club kept most fans away, but wherever I went there were always one or two who got through. I scrawled my name over a few scraps of paper, smiled and nodded as I accepted their well wishes, and clambered gratefully into the back seat of my waiting car.

      “You crushing on him or something?” Drew asked in an undertone as the car began to move.

      I met his eye and smirked. “Might be.”

      “Don’t let Leo find out.”

      The smirk transformed into a scowl. “Leo can go fuck himself.”

      “Charming.” Drew reclined in his seat. “I don’t think it’s worth the argument, that’s all.”

      You wouldn’t. Drew didn’t care if I was attracted to men, women, or furniture provided I concentrated on my game. He lived, breathed, and dreamed tennis. Come to think of it, I’d never heard him express interest in anyone, male or female. Perhaps he was asexual. Or he got his kicks from a different kind of ball play. I snorted.

      “What’s funny?”

      “You.” I nudged him with my knee. “Getting all worried about me.”

      He refused to rise to my bait. “Believe what you want to believe,” he said, slouching in the seat and pulling the peak of his cap low over his eyes.

      Oddly enough, his feigned nonchalance warmed me. Part of the whole “live and die tennis” thing he had going on was keeping me happy so I kept my head in the game. If for no other reason than that, it’d been Drew standing staunchly beside me when I first came out my parents and team, Drew who’d convinced them it was no big deal, and even—though no doubt he’d deny it if ever asked—Drew who held me as I’d sobbed my heart out, sixteen years old and heartsick with unrequited puppy love over my former partner during a short but disastrous stint playing doubles.

      We didn’t talk much about my sex life, but Drew’s mostly silent support had fortified me on more than one occasion. My mother cried when I came out. Dad managed to give me a brief hug before Mum’s growing hysteria claimed all his attention.

      In all the plans she’d made for my life, she’d never considered the possibility of me being gay. Her little prince was supposed to have grown up a tennis king, married his queen, and produced lots of lovely babies—a whole dynasty of sporting heroes. Little did she realise all that time she’d been the one raising a queen.

      By the time I came out, I’d stopped caring what she wanted for me. I knew it wasn’t going to go well but in a way, it was empowering. I was taking my life back, defying her in the most visceral, fundamental way I could. My sexuality was the one thing she couldn’t control. So it was with a sense of perverse satisfaction I watched her weep and wail, unable to say the things she really thought for fear I’d simply cut her out of my life and there’d be no more Brixton box or courtside seats or VIP passes to the Olympics in her future. None of the things she really cared about.

      My management team were a different story. As upset as my mother in a sense, all they saw was my earning potential plummet. I didn’t know if I believed that, or if I even cared that much if I lost a sponsor or three, but they had their own ways of making my life difficult if I didn’t toe the line, so we called an uneasy truce. I wasn’t out publicly, but I didn’t consider myself closeted either. I refused to lie but so far, nobody had asked the right question. The day they did…. Well, the results would be interesting.

      In the meantime Leo, my manager, did all he could to prevent that question from being asked. Which meant minimising rumours. Which meant—I knew from bitter experience—I had to be careful how I acted around Lexi if I didn’t want them to make his life difficult too.

      Half the reason I’d been single so long was because I didn’t want to put any potential partner through that shit. Bad enough I lived and breathed tennis, barely staying in one country more than a handful of weeks and constantly training, training, training, but on top of my inevitable neglect I’d be subjecting the poor sod to media scrutiny, hostile management, and an hysterical mother-in-law.

      Not that I had much opportunity for romance. Gay bars and dating apps were a recipe for trouble, and while I couldn’t care less if I got outed, it seemed a lot of trouble to cause when I didn’t have anyone worth causing it over.

      Was I crushing on Lexi? Yeah. It didn’t mean it was going to come to anything, but it was fun to indulge the fantasy and imagine what if….
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      My phone rang the next morning when I was halfway through breakfast. I frowned at the unknown number, but it wasn’t withheld so I answered. “Hello?” No name, no information. I never knew what crank might be on the other end.

      “Can I speak to Brian Scagill?” a timid, slightly accented voice asked.

      “Who is this?”

      “Lexi. Lexi Horvat. Brian gave me this number⁠—”

      I smiled wide enough for Drew to raise his eyebrows and start paying attention. “It’s me, Brian.”

      Leo sauntered into the kitchen as Lexi spoke and I tucked the phone into my shoulder like a guilty teenager. He asked if he could possibly practise on my court later. He didn’t want to impose but thought maybe I might not be using it all day….

      I agreed happily. Reading between the lines, he hadn’t been expected to get through, and no provisions had been made for him staying on. Sad. The kid was a good player—good enough to get through qualifiers, after all—and had his whole career ahead of him. Not every tennis player was a Becker or Berrios, winning Grand Slams barely out of puberty. According to the announcer the previous day, Lexi was nineteen. Far from washed up. And yet it appeared he’d been underestimated by his own people.

      I’d already checked the play charts and while we were in the same draw, we weren’t scheduled to meet until the fourth round. I didn’t want to write him off earlier than that, but I didn’t want to be the one to take him out either. The only advantage was we’d be playing and resting on the same days, which might—I crossed my lecherous fingers—give us time to get better acquainted. Much better, if I had my wicked way.

      “That was Lexi,” I said as I hung up. “He’s coming over in an hour to use the court.”

      Leo frowned into his coffee. “Don’t you need it? I mean, wasn’t that the point of renting this house⁠—”

      “He could use a sparring partner,” Drew answered easily. “They practised together the other day and it went well.”

      “Whatever.” Leo took a bite of a greasy bacon sandwich. Ketchup dripped onto his plate and he chewed with his mouth open. As ever, I fought the instinctive recoil. “The tennis is your forte.” He nodded at Drew. “Just don’t let him do anything to spoil his chances.”

      As if I would,” Drew answered dryly.

      I glowered, standing and pushing my bowl along the counter in the general vicinity of the sink. I was twenty-fucking-two, I paid these guys’ wages, and here Leo was still treating me like a child. I stormed out to the court to blow off some steam, leaving Drew to deal with my prick manager.

      By the time Lexi arrived, I’d calmed. Perhaps I’d been a little oversensitive. I greeted him with a smile and congratulated him on his first win at Brixton, pleased to note he looked positively adorable when he blushed.

      His coach, Tony, had accompanied him, and he and Drew were soon putting us through our paces. I called time in the early afternoon, starving after only eating half my breakfast and uncomfortably sweaty and sticky on this muggy, airless day. A blanket of low cloud obscured the sun but its heat permeated, hazing the horizon and reminding us that it was almost August. In a way I preferred the dry, baking heat of Melbourne to the cloying humidity of an English summer. Then again, I reflected as I watched Lexi peel his T-shirt from his back, even this sort of unwelcome weather had its advantages.

      “Shower,” Drew insisted as we jogged over to our coaches. “We’ll sort lunch.”

      Beckoning Lexi to follow, I took the sweeping staircase in my rented summer home two treads at a time. Even with my ridiculous entourage there were rooms to spare. He followed innocently as I entered mine, pausing in the doorway as he realised from the assorted clutter he’d inadvertently stepped into my intimate space.

      I shoved a couple of pairs of boxers under the duvet, dragging it up into a rough semblance of neatness. I didn’t want his first impression of me to be that I lived in a frat house. I grabbed a towel from the bathroom and turned to hand it to him. He’d moved closer. A new sense of awareness crept over me as our eyes met, fingers brushing as he took the towel. My body tightened, a pinprick of anticipation shivering along the back of my neck that had nothing to do with drying sweat.

      I stared into his hazel eyes, wide and long lashed and completely captivating. His cheeks pinked as I reeled him in, stepping shyly closer when I tugged at the towel. I let it fall to rake my hand through his hair, dragged him close, and kissed him.

      He threw himself into the kiss with gratifying eagerness, his fingers sliding in the cold sweat on my back as he burrowed under my T-shirt. This wasn’t a gentle seduction. Neither of us were virgins—we both knew what we wanted and had a limited time in which to get it.

      I hauled him into the bathroom by his shirt, kicking the door shut behind us. Instantly he had me flattened against it, turning the lock as his lips went to work on my collarbone.

      “No bruises.” I pushed him off, not without regret, but the last thing I needed was the tabloids spotting love bites when I changed my shirt.

      He took a step back, his expression teasing as he took off his shirt. His chest was nicely defined and hairier than I’d guessed. I scraped my fingers over shuddering skin and pinched his nipples until his eyes hooded, his muscles went lax, and he moaned.

      I kissed him again, capturing the sound, flicking my tongue against the roof of his mouth. His teeth scraped and lips sucked and now I was the one moaning, head bowed and eyes closed as he bit my lower lip and tugged.

      Hands at my waist urged me to undress and I lost myself in elbows and cloth, Lexi not even waiting for me to finish removing my shirt before he latched onto a nipple and sucked it erect. I kicked off my shorts and underwear and clasped his head in my hands, soft silky hair sliding through my fingers until I reached sweat-damp roots. He drew off with a loud pop that left a white ring around my peaked and reddened flesh. No bruises—clever boy.

      I turned to switch on the shower and he moulded himself to my back, the heft of his cock sliding against my bare arse. I humped on it, enjoying the heat, the subtle promise of what all that hard flesh would feel like inside me. His lips caressed my shoulder blades, a surprisingly gentle counterpoint to the rough press of hands splayed across my stomach, pulling me closer as he rutted against me.

      His hand moved lower, gripped the length of my erection and ran appraisingly to the root, cradling my balls. I made a choked sound and braced myself against the wall, thrilling at the sense of vulnerability our position evoked in my core. I thought I’d have to seduce him but he turned the tables, using my body to get himself off. It was searingly hot.

      He released me with a smart tap on my arse and when I turned to face him, he’d already kicked off his shoes and pushed his shorts halfway down his thighs. He held his cock, pumping the length proudly a couple of times as I watched, mesmerised by the lazy slide of his foreskin over the dark head. Then we were both naked, hot and hard as we tumbled into the cubicle, lukewarm water caressing fevered skin.

      The tiles were shockingly cold against my back when Lexi shoved me to the wall, but I was soon distracted as he lathered his hands and began to soap my chest. Blinking away the water that ran in rivulets down my face, I returned the favour, smearing foam and bubbles across his skin.

      His shoulders and arms were lightly freckled, reddened from a day or two perhaps spent in the sun. I passed long moments savouring the supple strength of his muscles, licking the dimples of his collarbone and rubbing my face against the almost imperceptible sandpaper of his jaw. His hands and lips were everywhere, his hips thrusting, a furry thigh between my legs and his dick nestled beside mine.

      He gripped us both in a slippery fist and I bit my lip to keep from crying out, the pressure and the water and the heat and hardness of him—everything—just so right, so good. I circled an arm around his neck, kissing him as I wrapped my hand around his and helped him jack us both.

      As we got closer we forgot to kiss, foreheads together, my fingers probably too hard on his scalp as we chased our climaxes. I came first with a stifled groan, spurting over our fists and bellies. He followed moments later, his whole chest flushed a shocking pink, his face contorted almost in agony as he spent himself between us.

      We smiled as the tension left our bodies and I nuzzled his face, kissing him as he hummed his pleasure, his hand slowly squeezing our lengths from root to tip, milking the last drops out.

      We finish showering, washing each other down, laughing as we found spunk clinging tenaciously in all manner of unlikely places. We kissed often, soft and gentle now passion was sated.

      In my experience, most men got emotional in the last minute right before they came. They’d tell a one-night stand they loved them as they blew their load, I’d seen it countless times. I was different. My danger zone was afterwards, in the quiet moments as my pulse slowed and endorphins made everything warm and fuzzy. I couldn’t stand it when a guy upped and left the moment the deed was done. It always made me feel ashamed somehow, like what we’d shared was something dirty. There was nothing I hated more than the hollow, empty feeling of having been used.

      Lexi wasn’t one of those men. He seemed as eager as me to linger, revelling in our newfound intimacy. Right there in that moment it didn’t matter if we were about to part ways and never speak again, or if we were to become fuckbuddies or perhaps something more. All that mattered was savouring what we’d shared and enjoying it for what it was.

      I’d always been at my most vulnerable right after I’d come, always fallen a little bit in love with the men who stayed to bask in the afterglow. Lexi, with his heart-shaped face and freckled nose and easy smile, was already cute as all hell. Wrapped in a fluffy towel with his hair tousled and lips slick from kisses, he was downright beguiling. Even as I followed him down the stairs to hunt for food, a part of me already knew I was lost.
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      Drew knew. Of course. The man had a radar for my misbehaviour. When Tony insisted on leaving with Lexi after lunch, he pounced.

      “You’re mooning,” he scolded as I placed our used dishes in the sink.

      “Am not.”

      “Bloody are.”

      I grinned.

      “It’s not funny, Brian. You’re at the start of what could be the biggest tournament of your career. You want to win this one, and to do that you need to concentrate on the game and save your energy.”

      “Save my energy?” I laughed aloud, reclining against the counter. “What do you think we were doing up there, swinging from the chandeliers?”

      “It’s not⁠—”

      “We spent all morning training as hard as we could. I don’t think a handjob in the shower’s gonna tip either of us over the edge.”

      “And what do you think his coach would say if he found out? His manager? His sponsors? He’s not you, Brian. He’s some no-mark kid with half a shot of making a career out of this and you’re gonna fuck it up for.”

      Goddammit, I hated when he was right.

      “It’s not like we’re getting married,” I muttered, petulant child to the last. “I’m not hanging rainbow flags on his racquets. I don’t even know if it’ll happen again! We were just having a bit of fun, that’s all.”

      “You know what Leo would say about your ‘bit of fun,’” he muttered darkly, stacking rinsed dishes on the drainer.

      “And you know what I’d say back,” I retorted, determined not to be cowed. This was one thing I refused to feel ashamed over. Missing practice, losing games, not training harder or eating the right food…. I’d put up with guilt trips over that stuff since I was six years old. Just because these people managed my career, didn’t mean they got to dictate to my dick.

      Our witty repartee was cut short as Leo sauntered through the kitchen in search of food. I didn’t know whether to be grossed out or jealous as he loaded his plate with junk and wandered away, chewing messily.

      Ignoring Drew’s attempts to resume the conversation, I turned my back and picked up my phone, tapping out a brief message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good practice today. You should come over some time so we can do it again ;)

      

      

      

      

      

      Smiling, I pressed send.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was back on the main court for round two, facing off against an American ranked about fortieth in the world. The bugger made me work for it, breaking serve early to win the second set 6-3. A glance to the front row showed Drew looking positively apoplectic while my management held their heads in their hands, unable to watch. I pulled it back, eventually taking him down in four.

      Never one to let me enjoy a victory, Drew was waiting when I got back to the changing room. This time, however, I knew I deserved the scolding coming my way and resigned myself to being torn a new one.

      The inevitable tirade was interrupted by my phone chiming. Seeing Lexi’s name and figuring nothing would put Drew off his stride, I opened the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thought he had you for a minute! Wish me luck.

      

      

      

      

      

      I replied as requested, desperately trying to smother a dumb grin. I’d checked the playlist and knew Lexi had a challenge on his hands. He was facing Lambert, a Belgian, only ranked sixtieth in the world but he’d made it to round four last year and wasn’t to be underestimated. An unseeded qualifier taking him out in the second was a big ask.

      “Are you even listening to me?” Drew demanded, finally exasperated enough to call me on my inattention.

      “I won, didn’t I?” I growled. “I’ll do better next time.”

      “If you had your head in the game, and not on your phone”—he snatched it from my hands. “Who are you texting, anyway?”

      “Nobody.” I tried to grab it, but the grim set of Drew’s jaw told me he’d already read the messages.

      He handed the device back with a frown.

      “What?” I demanded, a little defensively.

      “Nothing.”

      We eyed each other.

      “You seeing him again?”

      “Might be.”

      “Think that’s really a good idea?”

      I laughed. “You never think anything I do is a good idea.”

      “I worry about you.” He sat heavily beside me on the bench. “You’ve got maybe five or six years left to get to the top of the game. Play well and you can earn enough to keep you for the rest of your life. Not many people have that chance, but it’s not going to fall into your lap. You’ve got to work for it, you’ve got to want it. I don’t want to see you throw it all away now.”

      “How am I throwing it away?” I asked incredulously. “Bloody tennis—it’s taken over my life. Practising, playing, watching what I eat and living out of hotel rooms and rented houses following tournaments around the world. This isn’t how normal people live!

      “And even when I’m not playing, I still can’t relax. Can’t go out and get drunk in case I appear in the papers. Can’t wear this brand of clothing because my sponsors won’t like it. Can’t date anybody in case management pitches a fit. What can I do, Drew? Answer me that.”

      His eyes widened, a little taken aback by my outburst. “Is that how you really feel?”

      Fuck it, if we were having this out and I was gonna be maudlin, I was damn well doing it properly. “I just want a normal life,” I admitted plaintively.

      He clapped a heavy hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, kiddo. That was never going to happen.”

      “I’m going to watch him play,” I declared. “Find out where his court is up to while I shower, will you?” A mixed doubles match was scheduled before Lexi’s, and they couldn’t be far behind me in finishing.

      Drew looked at his watch. “By the time we get back to the house we’ll probably have missed the first set⁠—”

      “I’m not going back to the house,” I said, standing and rifling through my kit bag for my towel. “I said I’m going to watch him play. Here.”

      “In the clubhouse?”

      I didn’t know if he was being deliberately obtuse or just dense.

      “At the courtside.” I found my towel and shampoo and headed for the showers.

      “Brian.” He followed me, his tone agitated. “You can’t. You know you can’t. They won’t let you⁠—”

      “Of course they will,” I scoffed, stripping off my damp shirt. “I’ll sit with Tony.”

      “And say what?” he hissed.

      “Why do I have to say anything?”

      “It’s unheard of!” The poor man was practically having a coronary.

      He was right, it was unheard of for one player to watch another during the tournament. Odd, really. Working the circuit, we all got to know each other. There were friendships, rivalries, even the odd bromance or more. It was to be expected. Certain pairs partnered each other all the time in training, and we often held friendly matches on the practice courts in the run up to a competition. So why did going to watch Lexi play seem so outlandish?

      I mulled the idea over as I showered. It could bring extra attention to us. Unwanted attention—the kind that would make Leo prick his ears, even if no one else realised what it meant. But then it could be equally explained as professional interest, courtesy, or even—heaven forbid!—good, old-fashioned friendship. It’s not like the sky would fall in if I went to cheer him on.

      “I’m going,” I announced as I exited the shower, towel wrapped around my waist, my short, dark hair sticking up in messy spikes. “Don’t try to talk me out of it.”

      “Twenty minutes,” Drew said quietly. “The doubles match just finished. That’s how long you’ve got to get a seat.”

      I could have kissed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tony looked surprised to see me. Of course he did: I hadn’t wanted to distract Lexi, my I’ll be watching text left deliberately vague. Taking my seat courtside, however, it occurred to me that my unexpected presence could prove more hindrance than help. Would I have been distracted, had I looked up to see him sitting beside Drew?

      Bugger.

      Fuck it, it was too late now to change my mind. I settled in, smiled briefly at Tony, and turned my attention to the court where the players were just stepping out, doing my best to ignore the increased chatter and pointing fingers around me, the odd camera flash flaring in my direction.

      Eventually the crowd settled down, clapping politely as the players shook hands across the net and moved to their starting positions. Lexi had first serve, a minor advantage, but an advantage nonetheless. Unless his opponent broke serve, he would always be marginally ahead.

      He stepped up to the baseline and tossed the ball high, his body all lithe, graceful lines as he stretched to hit it.

      The ball fell, bouncing harmlessly on the grass and away, a ball boy scurrying after it. Lexi’s gaze fixed on me, eyes wide, and even across the court I could see his surprise.

      Shit.

      The crowd murmured, puzzled by the falter. Beside me, Tony shifted unhappily in his seat.

      Lexi took the spare ball from his pocket and served a stunning ace.

      The crowd applauded, I heaved a sigh of relief, and even Tony seemed to relax as the game got underway.

      They were pretty evenly matched. The set followed serve until the ninth game: Lexi was serving and Lambert was fighting back, making him work for every point. Ten minutes in, they were standing at deuce and Lexi was struggling to hold the game.

      The ninth was always a danger zone. In a standard match the first player to six with a two-game lead won the set. Currently the score was 4-4; if Lambert won this game, he’d only have to hold serve in the next to win the set 6-4. Breaking too early gave your opponent more chance of breaking back; leaving it later than the ninth risked having to play extra games or force a tiebreaker.

      I held my breath as Lexi won the next point. Advantage. He tried for an ace but Lambert was ahead of him. Deuce. I released my breath on a huff of frustration. Beside me, Tony did likewise.

      Four thousand pairs of eyes focused on Lexi as he served his next shot. Lambert made the return and the rally began, a series of groundstrokes hit hard and fast from the baseline. The crowd sucked a collective breath as Lambert’s shot went close to the line but there was no call and they played on.

      I bit my lip as Lambert took control, forcing Lexi to cover more and more ground to make the return. Tony muttered under his breath, clearly willing his protégé to get a grip. Then the inevitable happened: Lambert tucked the ball into the far-left corner while Lexi was still way over to the right. Advantage.

      Lexi glanced to us as he collected more balls for his next serve. I nodded my head, showing I was rooting for him, willing him to win. He squared his jaw and prepared to serve.

      Another return, another rally. Closer to the net this time, the ball flying hard and fast between them. For long moments there was silence save the elastic thwock of the ball and grunts of exertion from the players. Then, seemingly from nowhere, an unforced error put Lexi’s ball in the net. Game, Lambert.

      Goddammit.

      The crowd chatted amongst themselves while the players took a ninety-second break. I fixed my gaze on Lexi, waiting for him to look at me. A sip of juice, a bite of an already half-eaten banana, and he did.

      It does things to a man’s ego, knowing he can make someone blush from thirty feet.

      Time up, the players changed ends and Lambert took his first serve. Maybe the Belgian scented blood, maybe Lexi figured this set wasn’t worth the fight, maybe my presence was too much distraction. Whatever the reason, he lost every point.

      Lambert led by one set to nil.

      The second set started immediately, Lexi rallying to win the first game, only dropping one point.

      Perhaps spurred by that victory, he fought valiantly in the next, breaking serve to take an early lead and holding ground on his serve to put the score at 3-0.

      The crowd sat a little straighter, attention focused on the court. Cloud cover kept the sun from dazzling the players, the barest hint of a light breeze stirring the muggy, late-July air. It was a beautiful day to be playing tennis.

      The Belgian finally rallied, but it was too late. Lexi won the second set 6-3 and I cheered louder than anyone when he stole a glance in my direction, his face flushed pink and split by a wide grin.

      “So….” Tony shifted closer to me on his seat, his eyes never leaving the court as the game slowed midway through the third set. “You gonna tell me why you’re here?”

      “Pardon?” I played for time, my attention still fixed on Lexi, wondering how much his coach already knew.

      “You heard me.”

      Damn. “I just wanted to watch him play.” I hedged my bets. “A real match is always different to practice.”

      “Uh-huh.” He didn’t sound convinced. “That’s what TV is for.”

      “I prefer the live game,” I answered primly.

      “Can’t learn much from that. No rewind on a live match.”

      “I can study his game later. I wanted to get a feel for his style.”

      “Thought you already got a feel for him yesterday.”

      My limbs stiffened. Did he know? Had Lexi said something, or did he merely suspect? For all I knew, Lexi could be out to the whole academy but if he wasn’t, I didn’t want to be the one who inadvertently outed him. I decided to play dumb. “Like I said, practice isn’t the same.”

      Tony snorted but to my relief the match picked up, claiming all his attention.

      Lexi broke serve to draw ahead 3-2. It didn’t last, however. Lambert broke back immediately to tie the score at three-all, and Lexi had it all to do again.

      There were some nail-biting moments in the next few games but it soon became clear that neither was going to be able to break serve again, and the set went to a tiebreaker at 6-6.

      During a tiebreaker, the score was wiped clean and the numbering system simplified. The winner was the first to seven points with at least a two-point lead. They’d change serve every two points, and court sides every six. As it had been Lambert’s turn to serve in the set, he got first service in the tiebreaker and won his point quick and cleanly. Serve then switched to Lexi, who racked it up to 2-1.

      Back to Lambert, who won his first point but practically gave the second away, placing a floating drop shot in prime location for Lexi to smash across court with no hope of recovery. My boy delivered and across the court I saw Lambert’s coach thump his fist against the stand, clearly annoyed with his player. 3-2.

      If Lexi held both his points he would have the break and I willed him on, meeting his eye as the players changed ends. He smiled and nodded, brief and businesslike, and I took heart from the gesture. His nerve was holding.

      He won his two points with the minimum of fuss and now I was on the edge of my seat, fingers crossed in my lap as I urged him to win. Two points were all that stood between him and being 2-1 up going into the fourth set. Even if Lambert won both his points, Lexi only had to hold serve and he’d take the tiebreaker 7-4.

      Which was exactly what happened.

      I leapt from my seat and bellowed as the crowd around me applauded the conclusion of the set. It was an overreaction, I knew—I didn’t need Tony’s elbow in my ribs to tell me that—but dammit, it was exciting. I’d never considered tennis as a spectator before. Usually, the only time I watched a game I was studying an opponent to learn his style, or myself to see where I could improve. Actually sitting courtside and letting myself become immersed in a game for the sheer joy of the spectacle was something entirely new.

      I loved it.

      We settled down again as the fourth set started, and my hopes were high. The Brixton Gents’ game was played best of five—all the Grand Slams were—and Lexi already had two sets in the bag. One more and the match was his and he’d be through to round three.

      That thought was clearly forefront in Lexi’s mind, because he came out fighting. His first serve in the second game topped one hundred and thirty miles an hour, hit hard and true to the far corner of the box. Lambert didn’t stand a chance of returning it.

      So the set continued, Lexi pushing hard, serving fast and furious and returning Lambert’s serves with a new ferocity, a thirst to win. He broke Lambert in the third, and again in the fifth, serving for the match 5-2 up going into the eighth game. It was an impressive show of athleticism, of plucky grit and sheer determination. It stole my breath. Lexi seemed to have found a higher gear and Lambert found himself, in the fourth and final set, utterly outclassed in every single way. As the hammer came down 6-2 to Lexi, the crowd erupted.

      I led them, rising from my seat to cheer along with the rest. Lexi waved, his face flushed and sweaty, beaming from ear to ear. He embraced Lambert over the net, the two men slapping each other on the back before they turned to shake hands with the umpire. I saw one of the TV cameras swivel in my direction and tried to school my features into a mask of polite indifference, like Lexi himself meant nothing and I was merely applauding a decent show of sportsmanship. Of course, my attempts at neutrality were somewhat hampered by the fact I was sitting with his coach.

      I walked out with Tony, taking a different route to the general public, our destination the interior of the clubhouse to which both players had already retired.

      A pointed look stayed me as I made to follow him to the changing room. I stopped, embarrassed, realising it would be beyond forward of me to accompany him. What had I been thinking? The move backstage was automatic, ingrained by years of habit playing at Brixton Brits. I gave him a bashful smile and retreated to the lobby.

      My phone bleeped just as I was starting to feel like a proper lemon.

      
        
          
            
              
        I can’t believe you came and watched!

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled and tapped out a congratulatory response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you still here?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        In the lobby. Need a lift home?

      

      

      

      

      

      Bugger, now I’d have to find out where my car was. I sent an SOS to my driver, hoping he was still somewhere local.

      Lexi responded first.

      
        
          
            
              
        Going to hotel. I need a real shower!

      

      

      

      

      

      My ears tingled with sudden heat as I recalled the shower we shared only the day before, even as my heart sank a little at the apparent brush-off. Was it desperate to extend the invitation of a lift to simply ferrying him back to his hotel?

      My driver responded he was at the club, and I lost a few minutes telling him where I was and dithering over what to say next to Lexi.

      He saved me from my dilemma.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m always starving after a match. You?

      

      

      

      

      

      Was that a hint? Again, I dithered, suddenly horribly unsure of myself. Again, my phone chimed.

      
        
          
            
              
        What’s a guy to do to get a dinner date in this town?

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned, relieved. Only ask, I texted back, amused by his passive-aggressive approach. Two could play that game.
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