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Prologue


Oriente Hotel Bari


Bari, Italy


JACK KISSED INDY SOUNDLY, SENDING SHIVERS DOWN HER spine, her hips rocking against his as her calves bumped into the mattress. But something was distracting her.


“It’s not gonna disappear if you take your eyes off it,” he muttered into the skin of her neck, nipping at it lightly with his teeth.


“Feels like it will,” she whispered back, tilting her head to give him better access, her gaze still fixed over his shoulder. On the dresser just across the room sat the trophy she’d lifted to the sky just a few hours ago.


She’d come to Bari with nothing to lose after her disappointing showing at Roland-Garros. She’d played loose and relaxed and she’d absolutely steamrolled every opponent over the course of the week on her way to her very first tour-level championship.


And with that, clay court season was over and Wimbledon loomed ahead—the potential for a wildcard entry, not just for doubles with Jasmine, but for the ladies’ main draw.


It could be everything she ever dreamed.


Everything she ever wanted.


So, despite what Jack was doing with his hands and mouth and the firm press of his body, that trophy, tall, gold, and solid, would not be ignored. Not completely. Not even for the guy who’d made the trip from Paris to the southern Italian coast to cheer her on.


Their age gap hadn’t shrunk in the week since she’d spotted him on the sidelines after her first-round victory. But he showed her with every passionate kiss and lingering touch that he was done fighting their attraction.


He’d known she wanted him, almost from the first moment they met. But he’d thought his brother had feelings for her, and to add to that, six years swam between them like a moat around a castle. In the end, though, their connection had been too strong, even for someone as painfully good as Jack Harrison, to deny.


“Hey, champ, you in there?” Jack’s voice brought her back, his lips spelling out the words against her shoulder.


“Champ?” Indy hummed and smiled. “I like the sound of that.” In fact, she liked the sound of it so much she planned on winning again the next chance she got, on the grass courts at Wimbledon … if they gave her that wildcard. Otherwise she’d have to go through the qualifying tournament, where anything could happen.


“I bet you do. Get used to it,” Jack said, pulling her back from that spiral without even knowing it. “Just like I have to get used to sharing your attention with that trophy over there.” His whole face lit up in mischief as he shifted his weight forward, tilting her back onto the bed. Laughter bubbled up through her throat as he leaned over her, bracing himself on his elbows and then smothering the sound with the press of his mouth. As his tongue slid against hers, she gave herself over to it, reveling in the dreams of future victories and the celebrations that would follow. She could spiral about the rest of it later.
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Outer Banks Tennis Club


Ocean Hill, North Carolina


Jasmine shifted her weight back and forth from one foot to the other, trying to appear interested in what the man in front of her was saying. He’d been talking about options for the future, mostly about the joys of college tennis and all the money she could earn with the deals coaches were floating, but her eye was drawn to the large TV over his shoulder instead.


As was tradition, her parents were throwing a party at Deuce, the club’s dining hall, during a Grand Slam final. The next best thing to being courtside was to rub elbows with the US’s tennis elite at home and make everyone feel like they weren’t missing anything back in Paris.


It felt almost surreal that she’d been there less than a week before and now, here she was, right back where she started.


If they had been sitting at Chatrier, everyone would have been silent during the points, heads whipping back and forth with the force of each groundstroke, nothing but the grunts and groans of the two men on the court echoing in the stadium. But here, the conversation flowed easily, even if Jasmine was still distracted by the match.


“Do you understand what I’m trying to say, Jasmine?” the man asked, shifting to catch her eyes.


“Of course I do,” she said, meeting his gaze for a second. “But if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to watch this last game.”


Alex Russell led Henrique Romero of Brazil in the third set, just a few points away from victory. Any other year, Jasmine wouldn’t care at all that the best men’s player in the world was about to win the French Open, his fourth, but this time was different.


He’d spent the last few months training at OBX after coming back from a horrific knee injury. If he won, which all signs pointed to, that trophy would be displayed in the front atrium. It would bring an influx of talent, but it would also set a new standard of expectations.


The Outer Banks Tennis Club didn’t just create great athletes; it was also where they chose to spend their careers.


Her parents, the club’s founders, would be thrilled at all the publicity.


Maybe it would distract them from their current obsession: foisting her off on a college program.


Finding an unimpeded view of the screen, Jasmine focused on the court, a court she’d played on less than a week ago with her doubles partner, Indiana Gaffney. They’d faced the best team in the world, and after an embarrassing first set, they’d fought back hard, made the final score respectable, and impressed a lot of people in the stands. Including, hopefully, the committee that issued wildcard entries to Wimbledon.


That was what she had to focus on, not the other stuff, like Indy already notching a tour-level win at Bari, leaving the future of their doubles partnership up in the air. Not the confusing mess that was her relationship with her best friend, Teddy Harrison, either. And definitely not that the man she’d tried so hard to ignore for the last few minutes was an NIL expert her parents had invited to the party specifically to talk to her about spending the next few years playing NCAA tennis and using her name—their name—to capitalize while she was there.


Apparently they didn’t care how many times she’d shown she had no interest in college tennis; they would never give up on the idea that she wasn’t good enough for the pro tour, even now, after she and Indy had played so well together in France. There was a good shot they’d get a wildcard to the Wimbledon doubles tournament. As if the NCAA could ever take the place of the Championships in her dreams.


On the television screen, a shot zoomed in on Alex Russell, tall, blond, British, and looking like he’d barely broken a sweat under the blistering Paris sun. The TV was on mute so as not to disturb the conversations going on around her, but the closed-captioning was on, and she read as it scrolled across the bottom of the screen: The man who everyone counted out just a few months ago will serve for the championship and prove all of us wrong.


“Come on, Alex,” Jasmine muttered under her breath. People were counting her out, too, and one day, when she was standing on a court like that, just a game away from a major championship, those same people were going to eat their words.
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Court Philippe-Chatrier


Paris, France


Penny reached down, her fingers skimming the top of the walking boot encasing her foot. The strength of the sun combined with the body heat of nearly fifteen thousand people beat upon the court and stands where she sat. A rivulet of sweat slipped from the back of her knee, making her skin itch where the plastic rubbed against it.


Though she stayed seated—her ankle still protested against carrying any weight at all—the crowd around her was on its feet. The spectators were absolutely raucous to be witnessing her boyfriend securing another Grand Slam title. She let out a giggle at the thought. Her boyfriend. What a ridiculous word. Alex Russell was a lot of things, but a boy certainly wasn’t one of them.


He was a man, a good one.


The kind that owned up to his mistakes.


The kind that stood by her, no matter what.


“S’il vous plaît, mesdames et messieurs. Merci.” The chair umpire’s voice boomed through the speakers, his words implicitly demanding and receiving silence or as close to silence as possible before such an important point. Everyone settled back into their seats, the cheers morphing into a buzz, electrifying the moment, the last one in Paris until next year.


Alex stood at the end of the court, as far away from the player’s box as he could be, clearly trying to use the shadow cast by the court’s walls for some relief. He was just a point away from another championship and proving to the world that he was back at the top of his game. Penny scratched at her irritated skin again, twisting her mouth into a frown. Maybe in a month that would be her, standing on the grass courts at Wimbledon, back from an injury and celebrating a championship at a Grand Slam. It would be the first in her career, compared with what had become routine for Alex.


“Come on, Alex,” she whispered, knowing that even if he couldn’t hear her, he’d feel her support across the court. Her fingers caught on the chain of her necklace, a large old-fashioned penny dangling from the end. Alex’s good luck charm and his gift to her before the tournament. It had worked for her; despite the Achilles tear, she’d come out on top. Now clutching it in her fist, she took a deep breath as he went out to serve the final point.


Alex bounced the ball beneath his racket onto the clay. It was a complete mess after three sets of hard-fought tennis, especially down at the baseline. Henrique Romero was opposite Alex, bent over at the waist, shifting back and forth, ready to receive the serve. As the crowd hushed in anticipation, a single voice, a deep British accent, came from somewhere in the stands: “Allez, Russell!”


A few anxious people shushed him, but Alex didn’t even glance up, totally locked in. He coiled his body down, building power through his legs before tossing the ball high and, with a lightning-fast stroke, attacking the bit of green fluff. He sent a low-lying laser beam across the court, skidding off the white T on the other side of the net and then past the outstretched racket of his opponent. The crowd erupted and Penny lost sight of him as everyone leapt to their feet, screaming, totally drowning out the umpire’s call of “Jeu, set, et match, Russell.”


She pushed herself to stand on her one good ankle and spotted him as he was shaking Romero’s hand at the net, then he looked up into the stands, his eyes finding her immediately.


She blew him a kiss, but he smiled and shook his head. He jogged over to the stands and climbed in, passing rows and rows of people who patted him on the back before he reached her. Covered in sweat and clay, he leaned over the low wall separating the player’s box from the main stands and slid one hand into her hair, the other pulling her against him, staining her white eyelet dress as they embraced. “I love you,” he murmured before capturing her mouth with his.


As she kissed him back, the crowd roaring even louder than before, her mind conjured Centre Court at Wimbledon, different white dress stained with grass instead of clay, her ankle pain-free as she climbed up to him.


And maybe then she could answer his declaration with one of her own.










Chapter 1


INDY’S PALM SLAPPED AGAINST JASMINE’S WITH A SATISFYING thwack. There were grass stains on her elbows and a gigantic bruise blooming on her knee, but neither could stop her wild smile as she caught her breath.


She and her doubles partner were at the top of their game and had absolutely dominated their training session, two separate entities moving around the court as one seamless unit. They were so ready for Wimbledon.


Now she just needed that wildcard.


Two really, one for singles, one for doubles.


Two potential paths to victory.


“Nice,” Dom called from the sidelines, actually standing up and applauding with his own broad smile slipping over his perpetually tanned features. But he then turned his attention to their training partners, two young men who were regulars on the Challenger circuit, standing flat-footed and winded, grumbling to each other in low tones.


“And what the holy hell do you two think you’re doing?” Dom barked at them.


Indy couldn’t help but smirk at Jas as they listened to Dom’s lecture.


“Last I checked, this was the Outer Banks Tennis Club. Did you think because they’re women they’d be easy pickings?” he asked, gesturing toward Indy and Jasmine with a sweep of his arm. “They took the best doubles team in the world to three sets. Indy just kicked the shit out of the entire field in Bari. You’re lucky to share a court with them. Get out of here. I’m sick of the sight of you.”


The young men trudged off the court still muttering, and Dom’s eyes narrowed. “Changed my mind. Three tours. Want to make it four?”


The taller one nudged the smaller with his elbow as they both shook their heads and said, “No, Coach.”


“Good. Get lost.”


They took off down the path at a measured jog, conserving their energy for the three laps of the entire facility, a circuitous route that would take them through the maze of forty-five practice courts, finishing up with a sprint across the sandy beach that lined the OBX property.


Jasmine raised her eyebrows toward Indy, who smiled back. In her short time at OBX, she’d endured Dom’s wrath enough to simply enjoy when someone else was his target.


“Ladies, that’s enough for this morning,” Dom called over to them. “Cool down. Indy, get some ice on that knee before it blows up like a balloon.”


She’d taken a little tumble during that last rally, but it didn’t even sting.


“It’s fine,” she said, glancing down at it. “I bruise easy.”


“Okay, then, video analysis after lunch,” he said before leaving them for his next training session.


Indy grabbed her water bottle and swished a mouthful before spitting it out. Too much water would weigh her down for the rest of the day, but she had to stay hydrated under the hot North Carolina sun as the weather shifted from a warm spring toward what promised to be a humid summer. Though, if she had her way, most of that summer would be spent far from OBX, on courts around the world, starting with the grass lawns of Wimbledon. She envisioned herself there as she swung her arms around in slow circles, letting those muscles gradually recover from the intense workout she’d just put in, before moving farther down her body, twisting and bending at her core, then lunging and reaching for her legs.


“Better every day,” Jasmine said as they left the court and headed in the direction of the locker room for a shower and a fresh set of clothes.


Indy pulled her long blond hair free from its ponytail and ran her hands through the sweaty locks. “I just wish they would make a decision.”


They were the All England Club, the British equivalent of the USTA and the people in charge of her fate for the next month or so. It was within their power to grant entries to the Championships at Wimbledon.


After she and Jasmine pushed the number one doubles team in the world to a third-set tiebreaker, it made sense that they’d be granted a wildcard into the main doubles draw. If the wildcards didn’t come through, they’d both be relegated to the qualifying tournament, but that was out of Indy’s control, and even though it had only been a week since Bari and her first tournament win, patience had never been one of her virtues.


“It should happen soon, maybe tomorrow,” Jasmine said as they entered the locker room. The buzz of dozens of young women echoing off the tile floors and metal lockers soon faded. Since their return, the atmosphere at OBX had been strange, to say the least. Indy was used to it. She’d been an outsider from the moment she arrived, but her stomach twisted for Jasmine, who’d spent her entire career training inside the high fences of the best tennis club in the world. She didn’t know how to handle the silent glares and fervent whispers that followed them everywhere.


“Ignore them,” Indy said, “they’re just jealous.”


Jasmine sighed heavily. “Just like I was when you first got here.”


Indy shook her head, not letting Jasmine go back down that road. She’d moved on. “To be fair, I can be a massive pain in the ass.”


And that did the trick. Jasmine laughed. “Yeah, you can be, and speaking of asses, how are things with you-know-who?”


“‘Speaking of asses’?” Indy asked, the rest of the question not registering fully.


Jasmine grinned wickedly. “He has a really, really nice one, or haven’t you noticed?”


For half a second, Indy indulged in the memory of exactly how nice Jack Harrison’s ass was and the deep rasping noise he made when she had her hands on it, but then reality set in. Looking around quickly to make sure they were alone, Indy said, “Not here.”


Jasmine stared at her, unimpressed, and then whispered, “You’re not going to be able to keep the secret forever.”


“I know,” Indy said quietly.


“Have you talked to her?” Jasmine asked, thankfully changing the subject. She nodded toward Penny’s empty locker while grabbing her shower kit from her own.


“Yeah,” Indy said, wrinkling her nose. “She’s pissed off that she can’t train.”


“Sucks,” Jasmine said before walking off to the shower room.


“Totally,” Indy agreed. She’d never missed tennis because of an injury before, but just talking to Penny on the phone told her all she needed to know. She could hear the longing in her friend’s voice to get back on the court, to do something. But, in true Penny fashion, she hadn’t wallowed for too long. She’d gushed about being able to spend time with Alex in England and reported that PT was a bitch but going well. And she’d even hyped Indy up for Wimbledon qualifying because she knew how hard Indy was working, knew how hard it had been to build herself back up after her mom died and how shitty it was that her dad really only cared about Caroline Morneau. And all the while Indy had sat there biting her tongue and trying desperately not to let it slip about Jack.


God, she was a shitty friend.


A little more than a month ago, Penny and Jasmine hadn’t even known she existed, and somehow they’d become her closest friends. Now she was lying to one and asking the other to lie for her.


Jasmine was right—she needed to come clean; and she would, if she could only work up the courage to do it.
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The hot water was heaven after the morning workout. Indy took her time, letting her muscles recover as much as they could because she’d need them again during that afternoon’s singles training. Building her endurance up to pursue both was even more grueling than she’d imagined. She never thought it would be easy, but knowing that in theory was one thing; the everyday reality of it was another.


The locker room was blissfully empty as she emerged from the showers. Jasmine had gone to lunch with her parents. So, Indy could get ready in peace. She left her hair alone, knowing the warm air outside would make it curl, and pulled on a pair of white terry cloth shorts, then a bronze T‑shirt with the Nike swoosh blazoned across the chest in black. It was a gift from Penny, who had more Nike merchandise than she knew what to do with after signing a lucrative sponsorship deal to become the face of their tennis line. Indy smiled to herself, knowing that one day soon, she’d have her own sponsorship deal. Caroline, her agent, had said as much over and over again since they’d returned from Italy. She had made contact with all the big outfitters, and it was just a matter of waiting for the best deal and negotiating terms that brought in the most money for the most exposure.


Stepping into the sunshine, Indy shouldered her bag and turned toward the OBX video room to keep cool while analyzing some of her own play from the past week, when a shadow crossed over her path, a large body falling into step with her, close but not touching, their strides matching.


“Jack,” she said, glancing up at him sideways, a small smile threatening at the corners of her mouth.


“Indiana,” he said, echoing back her name, sending a shiver down her spine. He was the only one she didn’t mind calling her that, the only person who made the name she’d hated since forever sound so, so good.


They walked together in silence, turning the corner that separated the courts from the residential area of the complex, but her steps were suddenly cut off when Jack slid his arm around her waist and pulled her into a shady walkway between buildings. Her heart leapt as he gently guided her back against the wall, his eyes boring into hers.


Walls were their thing. Their first real kiss had been against a wall in a random hallway at Roland-Garros, their second pressed against the wall of their hotel in Paris, and now that they were back in North Carolina, they’d found any excuse to push each other against a wall and kiss until they were gasping for air and their bodies begged for relief.


Now Jack’s lips trailed from her temple, using the wall behind her as an anchor before bending his head to hers. Pushing up onto her toes, Indy met him halfway. She’d never been so grateful for every millimeter of her five feet ten inches as she was when she was kissing Jack. She fit perfectly against him.


She pulled away to draw a breath. “My favorite part of the day,” she murmured, and he answered with a soft chuckle.


“Mine too.” His hands slid through her hair, twisting it around his fingers, then cradling the back of her head, drawing her mouth firmly against his.


Indy brought her hands to his torso, gripping his T‑shirt, letting her palms press against the cut of muscle that disappeared into his cargo shorts. His mouth fell open just enough to allow her tongue to slide in, deepening the kiss, before letting her teeth nip at his bottom lip. A groan rumbled in his throat as he pressed even closer, his body full length against hers.


He wrenched his lips from hers, trailing his mouth over the line of her jaw to the spot just behind her ear. “You feel incredible,” he said before diving in for more.


It was her turn to gasp, and her head fell back, scraping against the wall, as she arched into him. Jack smiled against her skin as her fingertips dug into his sides, and she let a moan slip free as he focused his attention on that spot, his teeth sharp against it, then soothing that small pain with a flick of his tongue. Her hands scrambled to get purchase against his shoulders, desperate for some leverage, anything to help her press her body against his. Then he was gone, his hand out of her hair, his mouth away from her neck, and his body inches then feet from hers. Indy blinked at him, trying to figure out what had happened, when the voices echoing down the pathway toward them finally reached her ears.


He was already lifting her bag from where it had fallen on the ground as she desperately ran her fingers through her hair, knowing he’d made an unholy mess of it.


“You’re fine,” he muttered, handing her the bag, keeping the distance between them as a group of junior boys stomped past, none giving them a second glance.


“You have good ears,” Indy said finally, biting her lip at the close call. If those boys had seen them, the news would have spread like wildfire through the OBX campus and everyone would have known by the end of the day. And they couldn’t have that. She was a young tennis pro on the verge of breaking out; he was an up‑and-coming agent. The last thing either of their careers needed was the heightened publicity of a controversial relationship, even if Jack Harrison was far more of a gentleman than any guy she’d ever met. Sometimes, a little too much of a gentleman, truth be told.


Jack glanced back over his shoulder again before facing her fully. “I’m sorry about this.”


She reached out and took his hand. “We agreed,” she said, entwining their fingers, “it’s just between us for now. It makes sense for both of us.” He nodded, but she knew he wasn’t entirely convinced. Hell, she wasn’t entirely convinced. “You said you were okay with it.”


“I just wish it were different,” he said, tugging her closer, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead. His hands released hers and dropped to her hips, the edges of his thumbs brushing against her hip bones in slow circles, sending shivers over her skin.


“Me too.” She wanted to scream it from the rooftops that this amazing guy was hers. That he had deep green eyes that glowed at her touch and a smile that brightened whenever he looked at her. That he was brilliant in ways she couldn’t even fathom with a degree from Harvard to prove it. That he’d fought their attraction for so long because of an ingrained sense of honor, like one of those heroes in a fairy tale, except Jack was real, flesh and blood.


“Have you thought at least … maybe we should tell Penny?” Indy asked, her guilt from earlier creeping back in even as her fingertips landed on his forearms, gently stroking up to his elbows and back down to his wrists. Maybe Jack would have some answers there.


Jack let out a heavy breath. “Penny has a lot on her plate right now.”


“I know. I just feel funny keeping it from her. And Jasmine knows. I would feel bad if Penny found out from someone who wasn’t us.”


“You think she’d tell her?”


Indy considered for a moment. “I don’t think so, not on purpose anyway, but secrets have a way of getting out, one way or another.”


“If you’re uncomfortable, Indiana, then the rest of it doesn’t matter. If you want to tell Penny or tell everyone, that’s what we’ll do.”


“No, I … that’s not what I mean. I don’t need a supportive …” She hesitated, almost using the word boyfriend, but that didn’t really fit, did it? Not if they were keeping it a secret. “I need your honest opinion.”


He leaned back, looking her in the eye. “Honest? Honestly, my sister doesn’t do well with change. It freaks her out, and right now, I’m not sure that the idea of you and me will go over that well. On the other hand, if we don’t tell her and she finds out?”


“She’ll be pissed.”


“Yep.”


“We could tell her in London.”


Jack considered for a moment. “Face‑to‑face instead of over the phone.”


“There’s always FaceTime,” she said, though her stomach twisted at the thought of telling her at all. She wasn’t really sure if she wanted to know what Penny, the only girl who’d befriended her when she first arrived at OBX, would think if she found out she and Jack were together and they’d both lied about it.


“There’s that,” he said, sounding just as hesitant as she was.


“No.” They should do it in person. They should have done it before they left Paris, but Penny had been so devastated after she had to withdraw from the tournament that it hadn’t felt like the right time then either. “In London. We’ll be there in less than a week. We’ll tell her then.”


“Okay, in London,” he agreed.


They stood together for a moment, just breathing each other in, until Jack leaned away, checking his phone. “I should go. I have a meeting with a potential new client this afternoon and I’ve got to prep.”


Indy snorted a laugh. “Right, like you don’t already have a complete profile worked up, along with potential sponsors to contact if they sign.”


“You know me so well.” He smiled, peering around the building, checking the pathway for any more unwanted spectators. “I’ll go this way.”


Indy gestured back in the opposite direction. “And I’ll go that way.”


He hesitated for a second and then leaned in for one more kiss, quick and fierce, that sent a current of white-hot electricity through her. Then he was gone.


She adjusted her bag over her shoulder and headed toward the video room. She’d only have about half the time for vid analysis that she originally planned for. But as she pressed her fingertips lightly against that spot on her neck, recalling the feel of his mouth and the way her entire body was lit on fire by his touch, she decided it was totally worth it.


“Are you sure that is a good idea?” A voice rang out from just a few steps behind her, the French accent giving its owner away, if the superiority and condescension weren’t enough of a clue. Indy spun around and came face‑to‑face with Caroline Morneau, her agent. Tall, blond, perfectly put together in a silk blouse and linen skirt, she somehow looked completely cool and calm despite the blazing sun and oppressive humidity. She was in town before they all left for England, mostly to go over her plans for Indy’s future off the court.


Words of denial formed on Indy’s tongue, but she knew it was useless. Caroline had clearly seen them. Shit.


“Good idea or not, it’s none of your business.”


Raising her eyes to the sky and shaking her head, Caroline said, “You are my business, Indiana.”


“How many times do I have to say it? Don’t call me that, and my tennis is your business,” Indy corrected. “Keep your nose out of everything else.”


“It is not that simple,” Caroline insisted, her voice inching up in pitch.


“It really is.” Indy turned on her toe and walked away, wanting to look back, hoping that Caroline’s brow was furrowed and her hands were on her hips, mouth twisted in aggravation. But looking back would ruin the moment. Even though Indy had gotten the last word, Caroline now had the upper hand, and it was only a matter of time before she pressed her advantage.










Chapter 2


THE LUNCH CROWD HAD EMPTIED OUT OF DEUCE BY THE time Jasmine arrived. She scanned the nearly empty tables for her parents. She’d been in such a hurry that morning, she hadn’t thought much about their lunch invite, but now it struck her just how weird it was that they’d asked to meet at the club restaurant when she could have walked across the beach and had lunch at their home. Instead, they’d insisted upon the decent but generic buffet and, most importantly, the waitstaff—witnesses.


As she rounded the corner, it all became clear. The man from the French Open final party, the one who’d been talking about the dozens of universities that would love to have her lead their teams to the NCAA championships, was seated at the table with her parents. She caught her own reflection in the window: an OBX T‑shirt and jean shorts; her long dark hair, nearly black thanks to her shower, pulled up at the top of her head in a messy bun. She wasn’t exactly dressed for a business meeting, but if they were ambushing her, that wasn’t her fault.


Her father and the man stood, politely waiting for her to sit down and join them. She did, plastering a smile across her face, the same smile she wore whenever she met any of her parents’ friends, the ones who expected her to be something. Because that’s what happens when you’re the only child of two tennis greats; people expect it of you, too.


“Jasmine, you remember Felix Wolner from Backcourt Management?” her dad asked.


“Of course, Mr. Wolner. Sorry, I didn’t know you’d be joining us for lunch,” Jasmine said, her smile turning saccharine.


“It’s Felix’s last day in town, and he mentioned that he never got a chance to finish speaking with you at the party,” her mom said with raised eyebrows, matching the sarcastic expression.


Jasmine had learned from the best.


Shrugging, she said, “Well, it was a party to watch the final, and since no one else was, I thought I’d catch the last bit of the match, just to keep up appearances.”


“It was amazing, wasn’t it?” Felix cut in. “Everyone had written Russell off as finished. Nice to see he had more tennis in him.”


“Not so amazing,” Jasmine said. “He worked his ass off and he got results. It’s simple.”


“His physical gifts are tremendous, though, you have to agree. That kind of natural talent? That’s what makes a great pro.”


“Natural talent will only get you so far,” Jasmine retorted. The conversation had long ceased to be about Alex Russell. “And all the talent in the world is worthless if you don’t work at it.” She took a sip of her water, satisfied she’d won a point …


“Precisely,” Felix said, and Jasmine nearly choked on an ice cube.


“You agree?” she asked, setting her glass down and looking over at her parents. She hadn’t expected that. At all.


“I do,” he said, eyeing her father. “Some players are ready at as young as sixteen”—he gestured to her mother—“others seventeen or eighteen, and then others perhaps not until they’re twenty or so. Women tend to hit their physical peak a little earlier than men, but not all of them. More recently, with new training techniques, we’re finding twenty-five to twenty-eight to be the optimal age for a professional tennis player, though really, it’s up to the individual.”


Damn it. She’d walked right into that one. “So, what are you saying?” she asked, tired of beating around the bush.


“Your parents asked me to talk to you, Jasmine, because this is what I do. I look at all the young tennis talent the world has to offer and I assess their abilities, figure out where they belong in the scheme of things so they have the best careers they can.”


“That’s Dom’s job,” she countered, disliking how much sense he was making.


“Dom’s job is to make you into the best tennis player he can. From what I can see in your recent play, in my professional opinion, he’s succeeded. Now schools like Harvard, Duke, UNC, Stanford, and most of the SEC and Big Ten are all lining up to have you lead their teams for the next four years. And they’d like to give you a world-class education in return.”


“And that’s the best player I can be?” She threw up her hands and looked her dad in the eye. “That’s what you’re saying, right? That right now the best player I can be is a college athlete? I disagree. I’ve been around tennis my entire life, Mr. Wolner. Indy and I just played against the best doubles team in the world, we forced them into a tiebreak, and in a couple of weeks, I’m going to Wimbledon. Don’t you guys get it? This is happening now. College is great for some people, but that’s not what I want.”


“Jasmine, mija, we’re just trying to show you all the options,” her mom said, reaching across the table for her hand, but Jasmine yanked it away, standing up.


“This isn’t an option for me, and if you can’t understand that, maybe you should stay out of it.”


“Stay out of it?” her dad asked, the idea clearly a foreign concept. Maybe that was her fault. She’d let them hold on to control of her career for too long.


“Yes. I’m going to Wimbledon, and it’s going to be amazing, and if you can’t support that, if you can’t get behind it, then maybe you should just stay home.”


She didn’t stay to watch her parents’ reactions; she didn’t even know if she meant the words that spilled out, so she just kept walking.


She made it to the video analysis room almost an hour early, determined to put everything that had just happened out of her head. The only way to prove her parents wrong would be to win in London. Indy would be there soon, and Dom would insist they go over the day’s training footage, but something about the way Wolner had spoken about her recent performance was eating away at her.


She’d played really well at the OBX Classic up until the last set, and at the French Open she’d been at the top of her game during her doubles match. Was there something he’d seen during that match that made him sure she belonged in the NCAA? Or was he just full of shit and wanting a cut of the NIL money she was sure to make playing in college?


She was just about to pull up the footage when Indy came flying through the door. “Hey, you’re early.”


Indy ran her hand through her hair, her long blond curls spilling over one shoulder. “Yeah, I—uh—finished lunch and figured I’d get a head start, but I guess great minds think alike.”


Jasmine scoffed, unable to keep the grin off her face. “Please. Did you finish lunch early or did you skip lunch for some dessert?”


Indy collapsed into the chair next to her, bumping her shoulder roughly. “Shut up. It was so bad, a bunch of junior boys nearly saw us.”


Jasmine smirked at her friend. For a second, Jasmine considered telling Indy what had happened at lunch, but her gut twisted at the idea. It had been too long since she’d had a close friend, someone she could trust enough to tell something like that, especially another player. She’d been burned before and more than once.


Her partner’s physical talents were the kind guys like Felix Wolner drooled over, but from a distance. There was no way Indy would be asked to waste four years of her prime at college, not when she could match her serve up against the best players in the world and come out on top.


Indy would be nice about it, but she wouldn’t understand, not really. So instead, Jasmine said, “Seriously, though, you guys should be careful.”


There were a lot of people who would love to have that kind of information on Indy, mostly the catty assholes she’d put to shame the day she stepped on the OBX courts. Jasmine had been one of them, and there was a time when stumbling upon Jack Harrison and Indiana Gaffney wrapped up in each other’s arms, mouths fused together, would have had the more devious parts of her mind whirling.


“I know …” Indy said, trailing off. “Let’s just get this done, okay? If we can get it out of the way, I can still grab something to eat before my session with Dom.”


“Right, and what was it again that got in the way before?” Jasmine said, tongue between her teeth, the reminder enough to make Indy flush.


“In the way of what?” Dom’s voice carried from the back of the room.


“Nothing,” they said together, glancing at each other before dissolving into laughter.


Dom strode in, shaking his head. “And to think, just a few weeks ago, you two nearly beat the living shit out of each other on the practice court. The good old days. Can you get yourselves under control long enough to analyze this?”


Jasmine pressed her lips together and then said, “Let’s do this.”


“Absolutely,” Indy agreed, but as soon as Dom’s back was to them to turn on the monitor, she dug her elbow into Jasmine’s side. Jasmine promptly elbowed her back but then pulled her tablet out of her bag so she could take notes.


“Okay, ladies, let’s take a look,” their coach said, settling in beside them and starting the video.


Their hitting session today had been relatively normal, facing two talented junior boys who could serve the ball hard and cover a lot of ground but who hadn’t proved too much of a challenge. Dom sped through most of the video, making small corrections on their decision-making: Try a forehand rather than a slice backhand, don’t hesitate on an overhead volley, mix in a few slice serves out and away. Plus a few physical mistakes.


Indy had a tendency to overplay a volley at the net with too much wrist action.


Jasmine was always out on her front foot on her backhand, her shoulder flying out before the ball had fully contacted the racket, a problem she’d been working on for years but had never quite figured out.


She doodled backhands in big bold letters across her screen, coloring each letter in as Dom explained an issue with Indy’s footwork at the net.


“All in all, not bad,” Dom said as the screen went black, “but it’s not nearly enough intensity. Tomorrow, we’ll start a modified Canadian doubles. You two against three of the guys. If it’s still too easy, you’ll be limited to the singles court. If you want to make it through qualifying at Wimbledon together and then fight through the main doubles draw, this is the way.”


“Qualifying?” Jasmine’s stomach sank.


“Sorry, ladies,” Dom said with a grimace. “I got the heads-up on the wildcards from the Wimbledon officials. Neither of you made the cut. It’s bullshit. Half the players they prioritized aren’t fit to carry your racket bags, but nothing we can do. You’re going to have to do it the old-fashioned way and earn a spot in the qualifying tournament.”


“And what if we don’t?” Indy asked.


“I’ve spoken to the tournament director at Crystal Palace. He’d be happy to have you both.”


Jasmine sighed.


Crystal Palace.


More like Consolation Prize.


It was the tournament that had popped up a couple of years ago as competition for tickets to Wimbledon became impossible. Players who lost in qualifying or during the first week of the Championships could find a home there to play out the fortnight. Still, it was a pro tournament on the same level as the one in Bari that Indy had won.


“Indy,” Dom said, already moving on. “I’ll see you later for your singles session, regular time. Jasmine, you want to start yours a bit early? This is Penny’s usual training slot, and three thousand miles is a long way to fly for a practice session, especially in a walking boot.”


Indy left, muttering about finding some food. Jasmine and Dom followed close behind.


“So, I guess my parents told you about the meeting today?” Jasmine asked as they matched strides toward her practice court.


“They mentioned they were bringing in a guy from an NIL management company. It’s a decent option, Jas.”


“It’s not what I want. You told me a while back that not everyone can be a great player, not everyone is meant to be in the top ten, win Grand Slams. Do you still believe I can do it?”


Dom stopped walking, considering the idea. “You tell anyone I said this, I’ll deny it to my grave.”


Jasmine nodded for him to continue, desperately curious.


“I think that it doesn’t matter what I think.”


“What?” She’d never heard Dom admit that his opinion wasn’t the absolute final word on anything.


He let out a self-deprecating laugh and shrugged, but then turned serious. “Listen, do your physical skills match up against the best in the world? No. They don’t. You know that, Jasmine. Everyone knows that, but physical skills aren’t always what win matches. You’ve got to decide if you’re willing to go through that, go into matches knowing that your opponents are better than you, knowing that if they play their best or even not quite their best, they’ll beat you. You’ve got to decide if you love it enough to play even though you’re probably going to lose. Some players can handle that. Some can’t. You have to be mentally stronger than nearly everyone else. You think Penny could handle that? Or Indy? Or Alex? Or your father? They couldn’t, so you just have to be stronger than them. If you think you can, if you think you can go out there and just play for the love of it, whatever the result, then tell the NIL guy to take a fucking hike.”


Her breath caught as tears welled in her eyes. She swallowed back a lump in her throat, somehow through sheer force of will, keeping it from choking her, keeping those tears from falling.


It sounded tough, so much tougher than training her body to the limit and putting her heart and soul into the game, because if she did what Dom said, she’d have to surrender all the control to her opponent and the game itself. Could she do it? Did she even want to?


“And if I can’t?” she asked, the words no more than a whisper, afraid anything more would be too much and the floodgates would open.


“Then college is a great option. Four years, maybe three depending on how you progress physically and if you don’t mind leaving without a degree. You’ll be away from home, away from the kind of pressure that comes with being John Randazzo and Lisa Vega’s kid around here. College tennis is all about the team concept. It’s fun, and you’ll get a great education. And the NIL money you’d command would be impressive. Then later, maybe you’ll have grown a little stronger physically, make the leap to the pros a little easier. Why don’t you talk to Teddy about it? He made that choice a long time ago, and you two have always been close.”


Jasmine toed some of the dirt that had escaped the planters lining the practice courts, the orange and white flowers brightening up the concrete-paved walkways. “We did, not that long ago. He said I should go to Duke with him.”


He had said a lot of other things, too, but Jasmine tried not to think about it, about him. Teddy Harrison wasn’t important right now, at least not as anything more than her best friend. She’d let her feelings for him cloud her judgment more than once. She wasn’t going to make that same mistake again. “At lunch today, Wolner was talking about Stanford and maybe Harvard or one of the other Ivies and basically the entire SEC and Big Ten.”


“Are you really considering it?” Dom asked, arching an eyebrow. “Hard to turn down schools like those.”


“I mean, I told him no, but I guess I have to consider it, don’t I?”


Dom hesitated and wiped a hand over his face before he said, “You should, Jasmine. I know you think it isn’t what you want, but how do you know that unless you find out more? Explore it a little, give it a chance. It doesn’t mean it’s the right choice for you, just that it’s a choice and it would be foolish to dismiss it.”


She wasn’t sure what to say. A warm hand landed on her shoulder and squeezed gently. Dom was rarely physically affectionate, so she gave him a small smile in return. “Thanks, Dom. I promise I’ll think about it.”


“Come on, let’s get on the court. Whatever you decide, you still need to train.”


“What are we working on today?” she asked.


“Full workout and then backhands, Jas. Backhands for the rest of your life. Whatever you decide, no coach in their right mind is going to let you get away with that thing you call a backhand.”


She groaned, but a smile crept through. There was the Dom she’d known her whole life, barking orders and not letting good enough ever be good enough. “I’m going to start having nightmares about backhands soon.”


“Good, maybe then you’ll keep your shoulder in.”


“Yeah, maybe.”
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