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Chapter 1



NOW


The discreet black car eased its way down the sloped driveway, leaving the neat hedges of Belvedere Villas behind as it headed onto the main road.


‘Ladies’ quarter-finals day here at the All England Club, and the first match of the day sees one of the biggest surprises of not just the year but the entire tournament’s history …’


The voices coming from the radio were familiar to Abi Patterson, as was the story they told. The car drove away from the basement flat she had hastily rented in time for the first week of the Championships and the voices continued. Radio Wimbledon. Of course that was what would be playing in her slick courtesy car – standard for all competitors in the event. But this time, those voices, the ones that Abi had spent the last twenty years listening to on the school run, on her way to work or while waiting for the kettle to boil, were discussing her.


‘Absolutely, Barry, it’s just a couple of hours until we see a British wild card hit the second week – an unprecedented situation! Abigail Patterson will be facing world number 12 and the fans’ favourite, Carly Cunningham in this year’s ladies’ quarter-finals. And it’s not only Abigail’s unexpected progress through the first week of the event that has shocked the tennis world, it’s the fact that at thirty-six she is the oldest player here – and by some margin …’


Abi shifted in her seat, smoothing the seat belt across her chest and picking a speck of dust off her immaculate white tracksuit bottoms. Trying to block out the noise of the radio, she stared out of the tinted windows at a local Wimbledon resident pretending to prune the roses creeping up the outside of her adorable, but no doubt eye-wateringly expensive, house. Secateurs in hand, the woman was making the occasional snip-snip while making very little contact with her roses – she could not fool Abi that she wasn’t actually using her enormous sunglasses to hide, while scanning the road for passing celebrities, or perhaps even a royal or two on their way to the tournament grounds.


‘Let’s get this into perspective, shall we – these days, it is not uncommon to see players nudging towards the higher end of their thirties while still riding high in the rankings, is it?’


‘No, absolutely not. We’ve had Serena Williams and Roger Federer playing in their forties after all. But the difference here is that Abigail Patterson retired from the game entirely for the best part of twenty years.’


‘So, she really has come out of nowhere?’


‘Oh, totally. She was apparently just a local coach for all that time. She has no form whatsoever, and no sponsors when the tournament began …’


Just a coach. Abi swallowed, determined to stay calm.


‘And what about her team? Who is coaching the coach?’


‘Well, this is the question on everyone’s lips … and no one’s quite sure. She seems to be working with Max Chamberlain, a Brit who’s an agent for a sports-management company based over in Miami. Good reputation. Well-liked on the circuit …’


Abi looked over at her best friend, Georgie, in the seat next to her. The women grinned at each other and Georgie rolled her eyes at the mention of Max. Of course everyone liked him.


‘But we don’t know who her coach is. Or even who she’s worked with in the past. We last saw her in SW19 two decades ago. Back then, she was one of our most promising juniors, but she left the tour while still in her teens.’


‘What do you make of her, Mel?’


‘Well, she’s a real dark horse. I remember all the hype about her when she was a junior. Great hands, good feel. Lots of variety. Pretty good little athlete, but needed work on her serve. That just wasn’t a weapon – but she was tipped for the very top. She had the X factor, no doubt about it … but then she just disappeared from the circuit. Boom. Gone.’


‘I wonder how she filled those twenty years?’


The women were no longer sharing a smile, but listening intently now. Abi held her breath, keen to know if there was going to be any mention of her son, Robbie, now eighteen, and only a few hundred metres away in the flat they had just left. Robbie. The reason she was here at all today.


‘You’re not the only one. But now she’s back. How did she get here? Well, she somehow got herself a wild-card spot in the all-British pre-qualifying event, worked her way through that and then won three rounds of qualifying to reach the main draw. Now, to everyone’s astonishment and delight, she has ripped up the form book and made her way through four rounds with relative ease to book a place in the last eight. It’s fairy-tale stuff.’


‘It’s an unusual streak, that’s for sure, but perhaps doubly so in one who has taken such a long career break and is now one of the tournament’s older competitors?’


‘That’s it, Mel. This sort of a journey through the tournament would be notable under any circumstances, and it’s doubly so from a player with this history.’


‘And you can bet that if she does well today, every newshound in the country will be trying to find out where she’s been all this time.’


‘Absolutely.’


‘So this is the comeback of all comebacks, then, isn’t it?’


‘It certainly is …’


The car stopped at a set of traffic lights, and Abi shifted her gaze from the window to avoid making eye contact with any passers-by. She found herself wishing she had on an enormous pair of shades too.


Thank God for Georgie, her oldest friend and the one who had been there in the early days on the circuit. Back then, they’d been competitors and best friends, travelling the length and breadth of the country on the junior tour, and dreaming of travelling much further. These days, Georgie was a powerhouse sports PR, the sort of woman who sports stars dreamed of having to clear up their reputation and young athletes depended on to bag the big sponsorships deals. But to Abi, she would always be the nerdy thirteen-year-old tennis geek with feet the size of her dad’s and an uncanny ability to remember tournament stats.


Today, Georgie was keeping herself discreetly behind an enormous pair of tortoiseshell cat’s-eye sunglasses, dressed in immaculately cut trousers and a silk blouse. Her ever-present jewellery caught the light, huge chunks of onyx, moonstone, topaz, glistening in the sun as she reached across the back seats to Abi and gave her hand, resting on the butter-soft leather of the central seat, a squeeze. The women smiled at each other.


‘You’re going to smash it,’ Georgie said, raising her shades to reveal her twinkling grey eyes. Abi looked down at her lap, and took a huge breath, sick with nerves, yet also tingling with excitement. ‘Even if they’re not bloody mentioning me on the radio …’


Abi giggled, despite her nerves. She felt her phone buzz in her lap and turned to see her son’s name.


You got this mum. And if you don’t I am really sorry I got you that wild card lol


She smiled at her phone. Robbie’s birth might have been the reason that she’d had to pause her career almost two decades ago, but, today, she was only in this tournament because of him. Well, because of a plan hatched between himself and Max, who, the radio had failed to mention, she had known as long as Georgie – but who was, indeed, a ‘well-liked’ agent based in Miami. So far, it was the only fact the press had managed to find out about her this week. Small mercies.


Oh, piss off! And make sure the washing-up’s done by the time I get back. [image: image]


Important to keep his feet on the ground, she thought to herself as she pressed send with a smile. Because none of them could quite believe that things had gone the way they had over the last few months. Abi suspected that Robbie’s original wild-card plan had been meant as a gesture, more than anything else. But now … well, now, her whole world had been turned on its head.


It turned out that Robbie – after lots of furtive chats with Max over Christmas – had written to the Lawn Tennis Association’s board in January, asking them to consider Abi for a place in their all-British wild-card play-off at Raynes Park. After much prodding and pushing, he’d finally admitted to Abi that in his letter he’d explained that at seventeen years old, she’d been one of the nation’s top juniors, before quitting in order to have him. But Abi knew that a sob story would only get you so far – it turned out that Robbie had gone on to list all her achievements since, explaining that at seventeen she had been number three in the British junior rankings, with a string of regional and national titles to her name. He’d detailed how she had just started to attract the attention of top coaches, pundits and agents when she’d quit to have him, later taking on a role as a coach, mentor and hitting partner to many of today’s top juniors in Hampshire, before making a return to the county championships last year and winning the title without dropping a set.


As luck would have it, one of the board members, Iain Donoghue, had also witnessed her impressive victory in the county championships. It wasn’t every day that a late-thirties ‘nobody’ lifted the trophy – and Iain had been doing some digging into Abi’s tennis career himself. And so, very soon, Abi had found herself playing at Raynes Park for one of the wild-card spots. And then, more to her own amazement … winning.


The car lurched forwards as the traffic lights changed to green and Abi’s thoughts jolted back to the present, the voices on the radio still happily discussing the biggest day of her career to date.


‘What can we expect to see in the match today, then? Why is this one such a special one?’


Abi noticed the driver’s eyes flicker towards the rear-view mirror to take a brief look at her. Her own eyes darted away instantly.


As the car rounded the corner towards the All England Club, lines of eager fans started to appear, some of them spilling into the road, causing taxis to jam up the route ahead. Abi chewed the inside of her lip, nerves floating like jellyfish inside her. She was numb with stress and alive with excitement, each only a heartbeat apart, flicking back and forth, back and forth.


‘Do you think we could have the radio off, please, mate?’ said Georgie, leaning forward towards the driver, who immediately nodded and pressed a button.


‘Thank you,’ mouthed Abi to Georgie, who gave a dismissive wave.


‘What? Are you edgy or something?’ she said with an impish grin. For a moment, it felt as if they were teenagers again. Stuck on a train on their way to compete in some junior event, with little more than a bag full of clammy cheese sandwiches and a shared copy of Just Seventeen to their name.


The car approached Gate 16, the players’ entrance, taking the corner especially slowly as a swarm of cameras – both media flashlights and fans with camera phones – thronged towards it in the hope that Abi was inside. The thick tinted glass kept the noise of the crowd out, but she could still see the phone screens being thrust forward, blocking the faces of the fans, the flashes blasting into her eyes causing her to dip her head, staring down at her pristine new grass-court tennis shoes. 


The car swung into the gates and the driver got out to open the door for Abi.


She had arrived. At last.





Chapter 2



THEN


The sun beat mercilessly on the back of Abi’s neck as she bent forwards to tie her laces. It was only June. Her seventeenth birthday was two months away, but her tennis shoes were already looking pretty battered, covered in scuffs, grass stains and the mud from a puddle that one of the laces had trailed across as they’d run from the rain a couple of weeks earlier. The shoes would have to last; she knew she couldn’t ask her gran for anything else right now.


On the other side of the immaculate grass court, Georgie was pulling her visor down over her pale grey eyes, before swigging from a bottle of water that she then slung to the side, leaving it to roll towards the wire netting. The air smelled of freshly cut dried grass and sun cream. It was the sort of day when anything might be possible.


‘OK, Hingis, ready for set two?’ she asked with a grin.


Abi smiled back and rolled her eyes. ‘Yep. Let’s do this, Davenport …’


Georgie picked up a discarded tennis-ball tube from the side of the court and put it over her mouth, speaking into it to recreate the tannoy of an All England Club official. ‘Seats, please, ladies and gentlemen, seats, please. Play will be resuming shortly.’


Abi wiped the sweat from her eyes and flicked her long dark plait off her shoulder and back behind her as she stood up. She readied herself to receive Georgie’s serve, as keen to beat her mate on court as she was to have a laugh with her off it. Relatively small for a tennis player, Abi was quick and smart, just like her role model, Martina Hingis. She needed to be when she was up against Georgie, who was not just her best mate but also her closest rival in the county.


At almost six feet, Georgie Blackwood was nearly as tall as her own idol, Lindsay Davenport. Her height made her a daunting opponent, especially to anyone who didn’t know her, but she had to work hard on the agility that came effortlessly to Abi. While Abi loved Hingis’s ability to change pace, height and depth, and spent hours watching her matches over and over, trying to emulate her repertoire of shots and footwork patterns, Georgie’s size ten feet often seemed to get in the way – both on court and off. Then again, her height did enable her huge serve, and it was that which Abi was steeling herself for now.


And so began the next set of their usual back and forth, interspersed with Georgie’s ‘tannoy announcements’ and the odd bit of ultra-posh ‘BBC commentary’ from Abi. This game of Wannabe Wimbledon was one they had been playing in every out-of-school moment since the actual tournament had begun a week ago, and it was bound to continue long after the real finals were played.


Just as summer had shifted from the grassy promise of late May to the hazy heat of June, playing tennis had blossomed for them too, making a slow but definite shift from their hobby to something that the young women were starting to take seriously. Was there really a chance that if they worked hard enough, they could do this all day every day? That they could turn it from something they spent every penny on to something that might actually pay them? Perhaps. But every time she let herself dream for a moment too long, Abi reminded herself that it wasn’t that simple. Georgie Blackwood, however, had no such worries.


Abi was dealing well with the fierce serves coming her way, but as fast as she returned them, she was faced with a barrage of huge, clean groundstrokes in return. She was darting all over the court, while Georgie seemed to take – at most – half the number of strides and to achieve just as much with them. No wonder her shoes were more worn out, Abi thought as she skidded towards the net, leaving a plume of dust and grass in her wake.


But differing match styles weren’t the only thing behind Abi’s scruffier kit. After all, it was a tennis court in Georgie’s back garden that they were playing on: the difference in the girls’ upbringing was as undeniable as the difference in their games. While Abi was making the pair of trainers she’d received for Christmas last as long as possible, Georgie had on an almost box-fresh pair of grass-court shoes from the same brand as Davenport herself. While Abi had had to save up for her two rackets for the best part of a year, and now looked after them, knowing they would have to last for even longer, Georgie had a holdall full of rackets and treated them with the nonchalance of someone who knew they could easily be replaced. She was right. Because while Abi’s parents had died in a car crash when she was only twelve, leaving her to be brought up by her well-meaning but somewhat out-of-touch grandparents, Georgie had her whole family – and their considerable wealth – behind her when it came to making things happen in the tennis world.


Abi’s grandmother had only quite recently come to realise that Abi was serious about tennis – that this bouncy teenager who had once just seemed little more than ‘sporty’ was actually hell-bent on this being her future. As a small child, she had told her Grannie Annie that she ‘dreamed about playing tennis’ and her grandmother had thought it was just a sweet anecdote. Now, she was accepting that it was very much an ambition rather than a mere fantasy. Yes, Abi literally dreamed of tennis when she couldn’t be playing it, leaping and reaching through the air as she slept, her body itching to get back on court the minute she was up. But, crucially, she loved winning.


Since her parents had died, nothing else had given her the same buzz as working out the tactics to beat her opponents, knowing that she had the skill, the power, the fitness to deliver the plan and get the win. And to do this again and again, to achieve this lambent sense of belonging time after time, she was ready to take it seriously, to put in the hours of training and travel required, and to strive for the very top. The trouble was, she had run out of ways to try to explain this to her grandparents, and was just hoping that the consistency of her message was getting through.


Meanwhile, Georgie had barely ever had a choice in it. Early family photos of her in tiny tennis whites were crammed onto every spare inch of wall space in the Blackwoods’ house, the hopes and dreams of her family reflected back at her in a constant loop.


Abi sometimes felt a shard of envy about these advantages, but Georgie was such a genuinely good friend, she found it almost impossible to sustain any ill will for too long. Especially as Georgie seemed as sincerely enthusiastic about Abi’s success as her own, as keen for a mate who enjoyed playing as much as she did, and as full of infectious giggles and silliness as anyone Abi had ever met. How could she begrudge such good fortune when it had been bestowed on someone as full of sunshine as Georgie was? Someone who wished as much success for her as she did for herself?


Abi was never quite sure about the specifics of Georgie’s father, Derek Blackwood’s job, but he seemed to have made a lot of money in property in their corner of Hampshire. And Mr Blackwood seemed equally relaxed about spending vast swathes of it on keeping both his wife and daughter happy.


Keeping Georgie happy was pretty simple: she wanted to play tennis, and lots of it. Georgie’s mum, Barb Blackwood, however, wanted more. Not just for herself, but for her daughter too. Ever-present and always audible, Barb – never Mrs Blackwood, as it ‘made her feel old’ – saw herself as one of the game’s greatest authorities, despite never having made it beyond the ladies’ second team at Bracken Lane Tennis Club in Winchester. The fact that she was a committee member, and one who liked to have her voice heard, was enough. People deserved her insight! And she was relentlessly generous about sharing it – a generosity matched only by her commitment to looking the part.


Barb saw keeping up with tennis-wear trends, staying aware of the big brands and who they sponsored, as an intrinsic part of her role at the club – and in Georgie’s life. With the enthusiastic use of her credit cards, she encouraged her daughter to stick to one or two of the same labels, dressing head to toe in outfits straight from the latest catalogue, so as to hint at the possibility that Georgie might already be being sponsored by some big names. And Barb did the same, making sure that even when she had no intention of playing, she was wearing branded loungewear that might conceivably have been gifted by a big-name sponsor.


She saw grass stains as an enemy on a par with simple carbohydrates and the entire family’s kit was never less than immaculate. It was only Barb’s hair – long, burnished red, diligently straightened to glass-like perfection – that seemed to betray the fact that the energy she spent on any actual match skills always came second to the energy she spent on living the life of a key committee member of Bracken Lane Tennis Club.


But Barb’s ambition didn’t stop at Bracken Lane: she was as determined to make it to the All England Club as Georgie was. Indeed, there were times when Abi wondered if Barb’s determination that Georgie made it as far as playing Wimbledon was as much about her daughter becoming a successful professional as it was about Barb being accepted there herself. Yes, she longed to sit in the players’ box on Centre Court, having her outfit discussed on the pages of the next day’s papers. But what she really longed for was a life spent discreetly networking from the chintz-bedecked comfort of the sofas in the members’ lounge. Just to sit in that ladies’ steam room and listen to the members chat while the condensation dripped down on them, she had once confessed to Mr Blackwood, now that would really mean success. And if it took indulging Georgie’s every training whim to get there, so be it!


It wasn’t that Abi didn’t envy Barb’s boundless enthusiasm for the game now and then. Her grandparents did what they could to support her, but their funds were as limited as their knowledge and understanding. They had never played it in their youth and they only really saw it on television for a fortnight every summer. This had its frustrations, but Abi sometimes felt awash with relief not to be the focus of Barb’s red-hot ambition. Georgie was wearying of Barb keeping such a watchful eye over her diet, talking over her when she didn’t even seem to realise she was doing it, and making an increasing number of decisions about her future without any real consultation.


Georgie loved tennis, but it was the playing that she loved. She wasn’t so keen on the drama that her mother surrounded it with, but she had figured out early on that the more you played, the more you won … so the more you got to play.


Having a grass court in your garden had seemed like an unimaginable luxury to Abi when she had first found out about it two years ago, but now she saw more clearly that it came at a price, and that that price was bearing the weight of Barb’s ambition.


The results of this pressure became increasingly evident as the day’s Wannabe Wimbledon match proceeded. Abi, happy to have such a gorgeous court to practise on, was delighted to be playing at the Blackwoods’ again. Each time she leapt or leant towards the ball, sensing her body grow stronger and her technique become a little more polished, she felt lucky to be where she was, to be enjoying the Blackwoods’ generosity. And she was sure that Georgie had started the match almost as carefree. But as she heard the enormous patio doors open behind her, Georgie’s playfulness was quickly replaced by a renewed focus and a fresh sense of competitiveness.


The distant clink and scrape of Barb making her way out onto the terrace, arranging the white cast-iron furniture and laying the table for one of her ladies’ lunches, seemed to remind Georgie that she was being watched. That there was a goal in sight. That in return for the vast amounts being invested in her game, she was expected to pay for it with results.


Abi glanced up at the patio, leg raised behind her, tapping the grass out of the dimpled sole of her shoe with her racket, and saw Barb, hand up to shield her eyes, watching the girls. Georgie, clearly listening despite having her back turned to the patio, experienced an obvious dip in concentration.


Break point approached and the ball caught the top of the net, Abi reaching it just in time. Georgie fluffed the next shot, and at exactly that moment, three of Barb’s friends appeared on the patio, scraping their chairs on the concrete as they pulled them out to sit down, the tinkle of ice cubes hitting glasses as they fell from the giant jug of Pimm’s No.1 almost as loud as the high pitch of their laughter.


‘Woah, amazing serves today!’ called Abi to her friend, whose disappointment at messing things up just as they had an audience was obvious. ‘Your serve’s going to be bigger than Davenport’s before long!’


On the advice of the county coach, both girls were enjoying spending time watching any recordings of their ‘sheroes’ matches they could get their hands on, and trying to replicate what they saw. They loved having an excuse to watch endless tennis together whenever they couldn’t actually be playing it, and to their delight they were now reaping the benefits too. But it was starting to look as if it was going to take more than some recorded matches to keep Georgie on an emotional even keel with Barb breathing down her neck. It had only taken a couple of games for Abi to win the match once she had broken her friend’s serve, and before long they were walking up the lawn from the court, as the sound of stiff applause from the patio made its way down to meet them.


Inside, Abi was glowing with satisfaction that she had once again won the match, but she knew that now was not the time to celebrate.


‘Well done, girls,’ said Barb. ‘Lots to work on … lots to work on …’


‘Thanks, Barb,’ replied Abi as she skipped up the steps towards where the women were sitting. She had been planning to get past the lunch party as quickly as possible to avoid too much chat from Barb – for Georgie’s sake as much as hers. But just as they approached, Billie, their white bichon frise, came scurrying out of the house, almost tripping up Barb, who was carrying a huge platter of salad, topped with glistening slices of halloumi. She’d clearly been watching Nigella again, thought Abi, who had long been envious of the TV in the Blackwoods’ kitchen.


‘Would you like to join us for some salad, girls?’ asked Barb, a smear of lipstick visible on her front tooth as she smiled towards them.


‘I’m desperate for a shower, Mum …’


‘Yeah, I should probably have one too, if that’s OK, Barb.’


Barb sighed, clearly a little put out not to be able to deliver a few pearls of tennis wisdom, or to have Georgie to show off to her pals. But Georgie just kept moving and the girls made it to the cool and calm of the kitchen, leaving the women to gossip. Moments like these left Abi with a small pebble of anxiety in the pit of her stomach, so she could only imagine what they did to Georgie, who already had her head in the fridge, hunting for a snack. She pulled open the bottom drawer and reached past a punnet of strawberries to find two chilled green apples. As she stood there, snippets of the women’s conversation outside drifted in through the Crittall windows.


‘Honestly, he has to be seen to be believed – he’s in such great shape – but he’s a charmer with it …’


‘Snake charmer, if you ask me …’


A sprinkling of laughter, then the women lowered their voices. Abi suspected they were discussing the incoming club coach, who Georgie had already told her had more than piqued Barb’s interest. Mr Blackwood was apparently less impressed with tales of the Californian hunk.


‘The name, though – it’s so Sex and the City!’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Cole Connolly Jr. It’s American, but very American, no?’


Barb’s voice rose above the shrieks of excited laughter.


‘He has got the talent, though. And the international experience. He’s fresh from the States and his CV is impressive …’


‘Oh, come on, Barb, he’s easy on the eye and that’s going to be great for the club either way – you don’t have to be shy about it.’


The laughter was only interrupted by Georgie turning from the fridge and shouting, ‘Catch!’ as she lobbed an apple across the mottled granite of the island. Abi snapped out of her earwigging and leant back, easily catching the apple with one hand. Grinning at her friend, Georgie poured them each a glass of water from the neat white filter jug in the fridge door.


‘Strawberries and cream next year, babe,’ she said, closing the fridge.


‘Maybe one day,’ replied Abi. As she sat on an elegant designer stool at the island, it seemed an act of wild imagination that raw ambition could get her to Wimbledon any time soon, especially in comparison to all of Georgie’s advantages. But as she bit into her apple, Abi knew she had it in her to give it her very best shot.





Chapter 3



NOW


The security staff rummaged through Abi’s kitbag as she stood at the front desk smiling nervously. What were they looking for?


After what felt like an unnecessarily long poke about in her belongings, the staff, apparently oblivious to the fact that they were dealing with one of the final eight, handed it back and waved Abi and Georgie in towards the player-services area. As they entered the building, the two women passed a spread of the day’s papers laid out along part of the reception desk, several of which were emblazoned with either Abi’s face or name – or both.


They shared a quick glance and swiftly turned left towards the main warm-up area, heading past the players’ gym, with its bank of running machines and static bikes. Above them was a row of TV screens, two of which were playing footage of her arrival only minutes ago as part of the hourly headlines. It felt as if Big Brother were watching her wherever she went. Abi bit down on her lip, feeling her heart race, momentarily bamboozled by the bustle of the club, the hum of the crowds outside – making their way towards food and drink concessions, finding their seats, seeking out a good spot on the hill. She had anticipated feeling out of place because of her age; instead, she felt like a teenager again. An impostor in an adult world. Who did she think she was, turning up as if she belonged here? She spun on her heel to face Georgie.


‘I need to get out of here – let’s go to the practice site.’


‘Up to the Aorangi Park courts?’


‘Yes, please.’


Ten minutes later, they’d made the short golf-buggy ride along the secret tunnel running the length of the grounds. While the other competitors had a ready supply of ‘hitters’ – would-be or ex-professionals who could be hired to warm players up in the style of their next opponent – Abi and her team had thus far been making do with each other. She’d grown up playing Georgie and Max, and they knew her style, her weaknesses and the chinks in her psychological armour. So, while working with an amateur’s budget, who better to rope in than her oldest friends and competitors? And today was no exception. Georgie had slipped out of her PR-maven uniform and into oh-so-chic whites, readying herself to give Abi a run-around before the match itself. Aware of the press’s increased interest, they had snuck away to Court 22, out of the way and largely out of sight.


Anxiety loosened its grip and Abi’s muscles began to relax. Her heart found a steady beat as she focused on keeping her breathing deep and slow. Georgie’s forehands were no less fierce than they had ever been, and she was sending Abigail shots just like the ones she knew she’d be facing from her opponent before too long. But Abi was absorbing the shots comfortably, settling into a rhythm – her body feeling at home, injury-free, ready to throw the kitchen sink at the match.


As she waited for Georgie to fire down some of her rocket serves, Abi pulled at her shirt, loosening it from her skin, before flicking her long auburn French plait behind her. Her skin was as freckled as it had been as a teenager, if a little more weather-beaten from years spent coaching outside, often squinting into the sun.


There was an audible cheer from the distant crowd on Murray Mound as the sun came out from behind a bank of cloud, and as the rays reached Abi, she closed her eyes for just a minute. Was that Carly, today’s opponent, arriving? At the same gate, with its crowds of fans, where she had so recently arrived?


Carly was, in many ways, a very similar player to Abi – or at least to the player that Abi had been at the same age. A right-handed eighteen-year-old with short, tousled blonde hair, she was effortlessly athletic, and as comfortable playing on grass as Abi had ever been. Robbie had noted this last night without apparently realising the weight of what he was saying, that Carly Cunningham was the closest Abi could come to playing her younger self.


But in contrast to Abi’s outsider status as a literal wild card, Carly was very much an insider: the daughter of former player Bradley Cunningham, who had a handful of tour titles to his name and was a member of the Australian team that won the Davis Cup in 1986. He was a national hero and a bit of a heartthrob (or ‘legendary dreamboat’, according to Barb). It was this inherited ease with which Carly and her dad handled the big occasions that was preying most on Abi’s mind today, but Georgie had clocked that long ago.


As the cheers from the crowd floated up the hill towards Court 22, Georgie paused before her next serve and eyeballed Abi.


‘At least you know she’s going to be pretty easy to read,’ she said with a hint of a shrug. ‘You just need to think about what your fifteen-year-old self thought were your smartest tactics.’


‘Hmm.’ Abi was unconvinced, but reluctant to admit to it out loud.


‘It’s true! The experience gap is more of a canyon! You’ve taught kids on the Hampshire circuit more mature than her! You’ll be surprised how easy she is to read …’


Abi chuckled, bouncing up and down on the baseline, waiting for Georgie’s mini lecture to wind up. Was she just trying to distract her? Was this part of the warm-up?


‘And then there’s the fact that we all know she must spend half her life wondering what percentage of the crowd is just there to get a glimpse of her old man …’


Abi nodded, silently conceding this point was undeniable. A heartbeat later, the ball came hurtling towards her again, and her mind returned to the game itself. Back and forth, they went, until it was time to head to the ladies’ dressing room to get ready for the 2 p.m. match.


They reached the door to the players’ dressing rooms without attracting any attention from fans or press, and Georgie put her bag down, hugging Abi tightly.


‘I’m off to get myself match-ready,’ she said, nodding at the smart trouser suit and silk blouse in its chic suit holder. ‘But listen, there won’t be a moment on that court that you’re there alone. We’re all going to be there, not just in the box, but in spirit. I know you know that, but it can’t hurt to tell you again. The pressure and the expectation is on her. Not you. You can own this match. Let yourself own it.’


‘Thank you, babe,’ said Abi into Georgie’s hair, before letting their embrace loosen.


Georgie looked square at her now, face to face as they had been so many times, before so many matches. ‘I know what you can do. You know what you can do. Do it.’ Then Georgie blew her a kiss, turned on her heel, and walked away before either of them could let emotions slide into centre stage.


While Georgie headed off to meet the rest of her on-site PR team, Abi made her way into the changing room and started her little ritual of checking the contents of the kitbag she’d be taking on court.


Her phone buzzed on the bench beside her. Max.


You’ve got this. You’ve always had it. But now is your time. Bracken Lane Ballers Forever! [image: image]


Abigail felt her face soften as she smiled at the screen. Max. She hadn’t realised until the last few weeks, now that he was her agent and they spoke multiple times a day, how much she’d missed his warm, solid presence in her life. Of course, he’d always been a great friend – and a father figure to Robbie – but his work in Miami always pulled him away.


Don’t let yourself get distracted now. It’s his job. But she still found herself wondering if the flutters in her stomach were solely down to pre-match nerves.


Don’t. Get. Distracted.


Abi blinked. Back to the bag. She had already applied her sunscreen but made sure that the rest of the SPF spray was in there. She had a couple of spare T-shirts, neatly folded, complete with the new sponsor patches from two of the brands who had been in touch with Max earlier in the week when she’d smashed into the final eight. Now that she was going to be making a Centre Court appearance to a global audience of millions, apparently every inch of her kit counted for something.


But, as she ran her hand across the embroidered logos, it was the fact that Max had swung into action for her with such speed and enthusiasm that had meant the most. She had her visor, extra socks, spare shoes, spare laces, several sweatbands, each of them nicely worn in so that the seam didn’t rub. There were spare hair ties, some over-grips and the four rackets themselves, each one freshly strung and stencilled, just as if she were a real pro, and not someone who still felt like something of an impostor, an afterthought. Her competitors’ pass told a different story, though, and was positioned on top of the pile of her belongings, not least because Max had repeatedly warned her not to lose it as she wouldn’t be able to get back into the clubhouse without it – even if she was a quarter-finalist.


In one of the side pockets of her bag was her stash of jelly beans, the best source of instant energy she had ever come across, and something that always reminded her of the fun of her childhood matches. She couldn’t bear the wholesomeness of the scientifically created energy bars that were so in vogue now – how were you even supposed to swallow something so dense and tasteless when you already felt as if your heart was in your mouth? If you were going to have to eat on court in front of millions, surely it should just be something that felt like a bit of a treat?


As Abi had packed and unpacked her bag last night, Robbie hadn’t been so sure, questioning the professionalism of it, and how it might look on camera. The cheek of him! But Georgie had hushed him away from discussing it again. A whispered, ‘She’s always done this; she’s not going to change now, when so much else is changing …’ and a hard stare followed by a conspiratorial wink seemed to have kept him quiet. Abi hadn’t let nutrition fall entirely by the wayside, though, because Georgie had carefully prepared several bottles of energy drinks, meticulously measured with all natural ingredients and real fruit.


Abi wondered if Georgie had had her own shower and made her way up to Gangway 211 yet. For years, it had been the stuff of legend, as it marked the entrance to the players’ box. To gain access at this point, you were more than a tennis fan, a wealthy corporate donor or a well-connected celebrity – you were invested. Some fans called it the best seats in the house, but to many a parent or partner, Abi knew it often felt like more of a pressure than a privilege. Were Georgie, Max and Robbie together now, feeling that weight? She tried to imagine them sitting there, staring out at the immaculate grass, trying to chat discreetly, while no doubt aware of the army of cameras at all angles around them.


She had imagined looking up at that iconic box a million times as a teenager. Night after night, she had told herself that the aching muscles, the parties missed, the money spent, would all be worth it when she looked up for the first time and saw her own crew in the Centre Court players’ box. She had pictured them whooping as she dived for shots, punching the air as she scored a winning point. Back then, it had been Grannie Annie and Grandad Bob sitting there that she had visualised, with perhaps the Blackwoods and a teenage Georgie and Max.


A momentary thud of grief passed through her at the thought that it had taken her too long to reach Centre Court for her grandparents to see her childhood dream come true.


The hours she had spent on the phone to Georgie, on their early, clunky mobile phones, discussing who they would allow in their box, how many could fit – and if another school friend crossed them, they’d wickedly announce, ‘Out of the box!’ She wondered if Georgie was thinking the same, now this childhood dream was coming true. Abi wasn’t sure she’d even believe it when she saw them all sitting there, when she walked out onto court in just a few minutes’ time now.


Her stomach lurched and, finally convinced there was little more she could do to prepare, she looked down at the contents of her bag. Lying at the very top was her notebook full of motivational quotes and key tactics for the match, and a Post-it note on which Robbie had scrawled Good Luck, Mum. It was these that she wanted to see first if she opened her bag court-side at any point, and she was pretty sure she had figured out how to position them so that she could glimpse the pages while prying eyes and long-range cameras couldn’t.


A cleaner bustled into the dressing room and as the door opened, she heard the familiar sound of Bradley Cunningham’s voice booming out from the hallway speakers. He loved the limelight almost as much as he loved himself and had become an expert in self-promotion. He took every opportunity to face the media and speak on behalf of his daughter. And, of course, in his typical maverick style, he wasn’t averse to belittling his daughter’s opponents at any opportunity.


‘Abigail who?’ she heard him say in his broad Aussie drawl. ‘Till yesterday I’d never heard of her. Bit old for it all, isn’t she? Now, I know she’s going to have all the pressure of being home favourite. Wouldn’t like to be in her shoes … I’d imagine she’d prefer to be tucked up at home with a cup of tea and some fluffy slippers.’ He guffawed.


Abi looked down at her brand new grass-court trainers, the laces triple-checked and knotted. Broken sunlight fell through the frosted window like glittering snowflakes on the changing-room floor. She shook her head, trying to force the thoughts of snow, of anything to do with that terrible night, from her mind.





Chapter 4



THEN


The night that her parents died, the ground was covered with the first snow of the season.


It had started snowing early that afternoon, just as dusk was falling. The air was chilly and crisp, perfect for the few weeks before Christmas, when everyone rushed off to find their trees and buy their presents. Abi and her parents had been having an early dinner at her grandparents’, where she’d be staying the night, as her parents were off to the Mayflower Theatre to watch some reunion show from an eighties band they had been into when they were childhood sweethearts. Her mum and gran waved from the kitchen window while Abi and her dad whirled around the back garden, trying to catch snowflakes on their tongues, seeing how many could fall into their open hands without melting, shrieking with glee at the impromptu fun.


Before they left, her mother checked and double-checked that the roads were OK, and made her dad leave double the time to get there so they wouldn’t have to rush on the white roads. Abi then enjoyed the evening watching The X Factor with Grannie Annie, trying to explain the intricacies of the backstage gossip, begging to be allowed to call the premium-rate number to vote and finally calling her new friend Georgie to gossip about which of the boyband acts they rated the most highly – for looks and talent.


It was a cold night and Abi slept well, as cosy as ever with Grannie Annie’s thick Highland blanket on top of the duvet. While she lay there, her parents, singing along to the car radio as they headed home, never saw the Range Rover that ploughed into them. Months later at the inquest, Abi and her grandparents would find out that the driver had been on his way back from the pub after only a pint and a half, but the dark and icy conditions had been enough for him not to spot the Pattersons’ car as he’d thundered across one of the many roundabouts on the way out of the city.


Her mum died instantly, the four-wheel drive hitting her side of the car first. Her dad almost made it through the night, but by 9 a.m. the staff at the hospital were trying to figure out who to contact with the bad news. By 11 a.m. Abi had been to her regular tennis lesson, again with her new friend Georgie, and was still waiting for her parents to come and collect her when her grandparents turned into the tennis-club car park, ashen-faced.


Grandad Bob stood by the side of the car, as if leaning on it for strength, his hand over his mouth. Grannie Annie came out and walked round the car towards Abi, giving her such a huge hug that the zip of her winter coat dug into Abi’s top lip.


‘I’m sorry, darling. I’m so, so sorry,’ Abi heard her mumbling into her shoulder. She felt something curdle inside her, some primal part of her understanding what the news would be long before Grannie Annie found the words to tell her.


‘Don’t say it!’ Abi heard her voice begging her grandmother. It sounded like someone else’s – strange, high-pitched, far away. ‘Grannie, don’t say it!’


‘Anne …’ Her grandfather stepped forward just as Grannie Annie crumpled into tears.


‘Oh, my love, it’s your parents, I’m so sorry.’


‘Don’t …’ It was only seconds later that Abi realised the wail was coming from herself.


‘Abigail, we are both so very sorry, but we had a visit from the police this morning, and your parents were in a car accident during the night …’


Abi either couldn’t hear or didn’t remember anything after this, until she was back at her grandparents’ house, which, while familiar, had, for the last twelve years, just been a much-loved stopover. But it was now her home.


She sat on the edge of the bed, a hand brushing across the Highland blanket that last night had represented nothing but warmth and the cosiness of Christmas to her. It now seemed like a relic from another life.


She never went back to her childhood bedroom – a friend of her parents instead bringing a couple of storage boxes full of her stuff back to her grandparents’ later that week. The posters she had once fallen to sleep staring at would never find a place on the walls at her new home. Instead, tournament wall charts would go up as she tracked her idols’ progress, dreaming of following in their footsteps.


She was still in her sports kit as she sat on her new bed that first surreal Sunday afternoon. When she looked down, she saw her tennis shoes – the ones she had had to work so hard to persuade her parents to get her. It had only been a month or two earlier that she had finally managed to convince them, after spending countless evenings and even breakfasts before school explaining to them that she absolutely was serious about tennis – not just as a passion or a hobby, but as her future.


She had taken to tearing out pages of young tennis stars from glossy magazines, poring over features that detailed the early starts in life and ceaseless parental support that today’s champions had been lucky enough to have. When she’d realised that proper, detailed research was what it might take to get her parents on board that she was planning to do this professionally, she’d started recording any televised press conferences and spent hours in the library making thorough notes from as many sports autobiographies as she could find.
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